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 “Texas-sized”, that’s the first thing that comes to mind when I think of this story. 
“Texas-sized” is a conceit popular among Texans that everything in Texas is bigger and 
better, even the bad stuff. When I chose to set this story in Houston, it couldn’t just be a 
staid expose on the dull reality of living in the suburbs; that wouldn’t be “Texas-sized”! I 
wanted my fictional suburb of Mellorland to be a garish, distorted, funhouse mirror 
reflection of the Houston I know and still grudgingly love.   
Necroburbia’s inspiration was catharsis; it felt like a story I needed to write. 
Many of the themes I explored in the story were rooted in some of my experiences and 
observations of the last twenty-five years of my life. The physical act of creating the 
story, from my early notes and ruminations right up until the last edits were made, felt 
like a long, drawn out purge as I committed to paper my reflections on family 
connections, the suburbs of Houston, addiction and recovery, murder and injustice, the 
byzantine corporate landscape, suicide cults, odd public displays of grief, and long 
running personal vendettas. That’s quite a load to drop for me to drop on the great state of 
Texas, but it’s big enough and weird enough to handle it. 
The novel was also written in homage to the writers of fantastic and surreal fiction 
I’ve always admired, especially the urban fantasies of Tim Powers and James B. 
Blaylock. Necroburbia grew out of a long standing desire to create a world where I could 





far in my desire to work in obscure references (in that case, Edward Gorey’s ghostly 
father on the end of the bed). I have been writing stories in Necroburbia’s general  
landscape for years and this was a good opportunity to perhaps get it out of my system 
once and for all. 
For twenty years I’ve harbored an irrational amount of anger and sadness about 
the killing of Robbie Bailey, a young man I never even knew. He was killed by two 
teenagers (one I did know); and his body went undiscovered by authorities for months 
even though the neighborhood kids knew it was there and choose to say nothing. The 
boys were charged but only one was convicted of hiding the body. The level of callous 
apathy on display in the suburb I considered a “nice place” shocked me into a new level 
of awareness regarding my fellow humans and their ability to do the right thing. I’ve 
never dealt with my feelings about this incident publicly until now, and my best attempt 
to make some kind of sense out what happened seems wretchedly inadequate. The 
response of the father, to build the titular Necroburbia, is my authorial attempt to 
reconcile the father’s grief and give meaning to the loss of his son.  
 The suicide cult run like a business was heavily influenced by my fascination with 
mass manipulation and self-destruction. I cannot help but question how humans could 
turn off their desire for self-preservation under the influence and guidance of just one 
person. I wanted to explore a place where cult style suicides would be out in the open, 
broadcast and covered by the media as an “event”. It’s a satire on the idea that human 
disaster is a deeply established commodity of media and a favorite item of media 
consumers. A suicide telethon is highly unlikely but the inspiration for the ridiculous 





was recently desensitized enough to accept twenty years of nearly continuous conflict. 
Why would the public blanch at the deaths of a few nutty cult members, even if it was on 
live TV and run as a fundraising charity? 
 If it hadn’t been for the classes I had in Fiction and Creative Nonfiction, I’m not 
sure I could have held this together. While there are several big, loud (and potentially 
deadly) set pieces, I wanted to ground the smaller movements and conversations between 
characters in some sort of reality. Nonfiction events, such as shagging flies with my 
father on a summer day, were worked into the story along with recollections of driving 
aimlessly around the freeways of Houston with friends or recalling uncomfortable, 
awkward moments in front of my mother. In those moments I felt like I brought to bear 
everything I learned in workshops and from the professors. These were often the most 
enjoyable chapters to construct, which I believe is a telling insight for what my writing 
future might hold in store. 
 At one point in my life I’d given up on the dream of being a working writer, a 
published author, or anything more than a closet novelist. Even though the dream is still 
unfulfilled, I’m closer than I was when I entered the MAPW program. This project has 
been an enormous boost; I had no idea I could construct something of this relative 










Outside the studio, protestors were lined up three deep against the barricades, 
chanting, praying, and waving hand lettered signs but the ruckus could barely be heard 
through the walls. Inside, the television lights made halos burst in his eyes if he looked 
up. Three big cameras were on the floor; there seemed to be black wire snaking 
everywhere. 
 “Are we safe in here?” someone asked the floor manager, who’d just walked up, 
his headset wrapped around his neck. He glanced at the clipboard in his hand and waved 
in the general direction of the outside. 
 “Those idiots haven’t gotten past those doors in ten years, kid. You’re safer in 
here than you would be out there, that’s for sure. Forget about those savages; let’s have 
some fun tonight. Alright, all you phone monkeys, gather around here!” 
 Cliff Fontaine, along with all the other people manning the phone bank, leaned in. 
 “It’s a long night, and kind of stressful once things get going, so take it easy. 
We’ve got drinks and snacks available and subs if you need a bathroom break. It’s okay 
to look at the camera once in a while, just give a nice smile and don’t stop talking. 
Remember it’s a telethon, it’s all about keeping those donations flowing so look happy, 
look positive; remember we’re saving someone’s life tonight. Let’s have fun, okay?” He 






“OKAY!” the young man seated next to Cliff shouted. His eyes were flashing 
enough wattage to make Cliff wonder if he’d already dipped into the cosmic cookie jar. 
“Twenty-four straight hours, dude, I’m so ready for this! You ready for this, huh?” 
 Cliff didn’t answer, just looked at the black desk phone in front of him and then 
swung his head around to take in the whole scene. He’d watched the Temple of 
Harmonious Change Ultimate Promotion Telethon on TV as a kid but now he was behind 
the scenes. It was exciting and a little bewildering. 
 Cliff was Green Level 1, having just been hired by the Temple. All GL1 
employees were required to work a twenty-four hour shift during the annual fundraising 
event. That seemed a bit extreme at first until it was explained that they’d be earning time 
and a half after the first eight hours and then double time for the last twelve. That kind of 
cash shut down any objections; as a twenty-one year old community college dropout, 
Cliff would do just about anything for a fat paycheck. He was assigned to work the phone 
bank.  
 Just off the set to Cliff’s right the three employees eligible for the Ultimate 
Promotion were getting some last minute instructions from the floor director. Standing 
near them, just off to one side, a man in a dazzling suit nodded and smiled. He was the 
CEO of the Temple of Harmonious Change, Charles Stroud, who also acted as the MC 
during the telethon. 
 The three lucky employees of the Temple who had been chosen for this honor 
were dressed according to Temple Dress Code, Casual Friday Style. Charles turned and 
motioned towards the three as the floor director finished with them and walked away, 





last time; Cliff wondered what he was telling them. Tonight, one of them might be called 
upon to take the Ultimate Promotion and translate to a new and better reality. 
Cliff knew the process from watching it on TV before; between comedians, live bands, 
and variety acts Charles would beg and wheedle and plead for donations to save the lives 
of his employees. 
 Not that there was anything wrong with them; they weren’t terminally ill, or in 
need of an organ transplant. They were, however, willing to kill themselves by downing a 
deadly cocktail if the fundraising goals weren’t met.   
 It was extreme, it was outrageous, it was exactly the kind of thing people couldn’t 
stop watching, whether they wanted to admit it or not. It raised mad amounts of money 
for the Temple, despite the highly questionable moral and legal nature of the whole affair. 
There were numerous court cases pending, accusations of coercion, protracted legal 
battles with equally determined armies of lawyers on both sides, cease and desist motions 
approved and denied, and yet every year the show went on. 
It was a testament, Charles Stroud would say, to the generous nature of the public that 
there hadn’t been a single Ultimate Promotion in four years because the financial goals 
had been met. And when the numbers weren’t met, the consequences were pretty much 
unforgettable. 
Outside, the protestors raised even more racket. 
 “PLACES, people,” the director screeched as he ran across the set motioning 
frantically in all directions at once. The candidates moved quickly onto the set and 
assumed their seats. Charles stood on his mark beneath the lights, watching the floor 





 It was time. 
   “In five… four…”  
 “This is intense!” whispered the guy with the exploding eyeballs next to Cliff. 
The house band kicked in, the lights came up on the three Temple employees—looking 
slightly nervous but smiling gamely—and Charles launched into the first hour of what 





Necroburbia: Chapter Two 
 
 
Three years later. 
 Cliff Fontaine’s cell phone vibrated. 
He paused the action in the game he was trolling for new Temple members and 
glanced at the number displayed on the face of the phone. He squirmed. That number 
hadn’t come up in a long time. 
It was a hassle taking a personal call while he was clocking in; there a strict policy 
regarding personal phone calls at the Temple of Harmonious Change, an entire 
subsection in the Red Level Personal Conduct Codex devoted to explaining in 
excruciating detail why The Number One didn’t approve of text messages, emails, phone 
calls, Morse code, semaphore, carrier pigeons or smoke signals of a personal nature while 
the Sales Operative was on the clock. Timekeeping at the Temple was administered by 
the specially trained and fanatical Purple Level, hated but envied by all Levels below 
them. Purple Level operatives were guided by the Time and Attendance Codex (TAC). 
 All Temple employees owned a copy of the TAC and the Personal Conduct 
Codex (PCC) for their appropriate level; they used to be in two large three-ring binders 
but were now available electronically. Cliff was a Red Level 5 and knew he couldn’t 
simply answer the phone without first filling out the Temporary Leave of Absence for a 





to a secured Phone Zone so his interpersonal communication would not distract the other 





 For a long moment he stared at the large red digital numbers of the Final 
Promotion Clock, clicking backward to December 21, 2012. With six months yet to go, 
Cliff had time to talk to his mother. 
 Tearing his eyes from the inexorable countdown clock, he pulled up the TLA-
CPN form while his phone continued to vibrate. While his fingers flew across the 
keyboard and he navigated through a maze of combo boxes, bulleted choices, and fillable 
data fields, he thought about the number on the phone, as familiar to Cliff as his 
birthdate, Social Security number, or his Temple ID. He remembered memorizing it 
when he was a kid, his home phone number, the one to tell to the police or an adult if he 
was lost. 
 His mother hadn’t called from him from that number in years. She’d stopped 
talking to him when he first accepted a position in the Temple as a Green Level 1 soon 
after his twenty-first birthday. It wasn’t because of religious differences—his mother was 
at best agnostic with an emphasis on the gnostic—it was all because of The Number One, 
the leader of the Temple of Harmonious Change. Otherwise known as Charles Stroud, 
this was a man Lucy Fontaine would gut, skin, and make into a shithouse rug if she had 
her way. 
 With a few last deft strokes, he clocked out for a short break, grabbed the cell 
phone and walked down the corridor of cubicles toward the nearest Zone. As he passed 
his fellow Red Levels they leaned their heads out and watched him until he turned the 
corner. No one said anything—Silence Is Money—but knowing glances and sad head 
shakes were exchanged up and down the cube row. Productivity was already down and 





the Temple in chat rooms, through social media, and while playing online role playing 
games. They had a monthly numbers to hit, numbers drilled into them during the morning 
Sales Affirmation meeting. They’d pick up the slack for now, but Cliff was well on his 
way to earning an Attitude Adjustment Session out by the dumpsters if he kept slacking 
like this. 
 There were no chairs in the Phone Zone, and the room smelled like cheese that 
had gone to the Dark Side mixed with turpentine. It was painted an unsettling shade of 
brown that made Cliff queasy if his eyes rested in any one spot for too long. Cliff pulled 
up his mother’s number and hit the call button, his eyes moving from corner to corner, 
stomach already starting to churn. 
 She answered on the second ring. 
 “Well it’s about god-damned time.” 
 “I had to do some timekeeping paperwork and get away from my desk before I 
could call you back. You know how it is here at the Temple.” 
 “I’ve heard rumors.” 
 “Really?” 
Lucy sighed.  “You work for one of the most notorious and controversial companies in 
Texas, Cliff. Or maybe you didn’t read the exposés in Texas Monthly, Newsweek, and 
our own Mellorland Gazetteer?” 
“Temple policy discourages inputting negative information about the Temple as 
it’s bad for moral and the Bottom Line.” 
“Christ almighty, old Sorry Charlie has really got you hooked.” 





 “If we’re talking about your boss Charlie Stroud, then yes. I flat out refuse to call 
him anything else.” 
“We have to call the The CEO or Number One, its protocol.” 
“Of course it is.  Well, it does go along with his black hole of an ego. Does he at 
least let you go to the bathroom?” 
“Time spent with bodily waste expulsion is discouraged and some employees 
prefer the company provided catheter or a toilet enhanced chair.” Cliff waited a few 
seconds. “I’m kidding. Yes we can go to the bathroom; I mean there’s a form to fill 
out…” 
“Why do you do it, Cliff?” 
“It’s a job.” 
“There are other jobs that aren’t as blatantly evil.” 
“Listen Mom, don’t get me wrong, it’s good to hear from you, but did you call 
just heave insults my way or was there something else? I’m accruing some serious 
negative energy from my unit by taking a personal phone call at work and we’ve got 
projections to make.” 
 “I’ll cut to the chase then. I tore up my knee and I can’t get around right now.” 
 Cliff closed his eyes and squatted, his back against the wall. “I’m sorry to hear 
that; how’d you do it?  Kicking the crap out of neo-hippies down at the Occupy 
Movement campsite?” 
 There was a protracted silence. “Not this time. Let’s just say it involved a deer 
blind, a case of beer, and a semi-successful attempt to pee in a tree. Listen, I need you to 





 “Yeah?” Cliff churned around a half dozen excuses to get out of whatever Lucy 
wanted him to do. 
 “Drive up to Intercontinental Airport and pick someone up for me.” 
 “Who?” 
 “You remember my friend Quadra?” 
 “Yeah.” Quadra Link served with Lucy in Gulf War One; Cliff’s memories of her 
periodic visits involved mass consumption of liquor and indoor firearms demonstrations. 
 “She’s shipping her daughter out here for the summer.” 
 “Someone bred with that woman? I’m both horrified and slightly impressed.” 
 “Watch your mouth,” Lucy snapped, but her tone softened. “Listen, Cliff, she’s in 
a bind and the girl needs to get out of Cleveland. I’m just asking you to pick her up from 
the airport. If I hadn’t taken a header out of a tree with my pants around my ankles I 
wouldn’t bother you.” 
 “You’ve barely said a word to me in three years and now you want me to be a taxi 
service for you?” 
 “Yes, that’s right. I’m mad at you because Charlie Stroud killed your father, even 
if you refuse to believe what everyone knows, and I’m mad because the Temple hosts 
that damn annual suicide telethon to raise money. I explained all this three years ago. But 
that doesn’t change the fact that Stella still needs a ride from the airport and I’ve still got 
one leg in a brace and can’t drive yet.” 
 “Let her take a cab.” 
 “I can’t trust she’ll land on my doorstep. I’d feel much better if you’d… escort her 





 “You know The Number One was acquitted.” 
 “I’m not talking to you about that, Cliff.” 
 “And getting your Ultimate Promotion isn’t a bad thing, Mom; it’s just another 
step up the career ladder.” 
“Are we talking about the same thing, those poor blissed-out bastards on 
television slurping down cyanide macchiatos when the telethon doesn’t make enough 
money? That’s not a promotion, boy, that’s just dead.” 
“You wouldn’t understand. It’s a special honor reserved for the elite Levels; it’s 
not death but a translation to a different plane of existence.” 
“Holy shit, I can’t believe what I’m hearing. You do know you’re in a suicide 
cult, right?” 
“It’s not a cult, Mom, it’s a grass-roots business investment opportunity where 
even a small initial cash donation can generate matching funds that are shared equitably, 
insuring long-term financial security for…” 
 “I don’t want to hear that crap!” Lucy interrupted. “I can’t turn on the TV without 
seeing those damn commercials and Charlie’s shit eating grin, I don’t need to hear it from 
you.” 
 “He was acquitted, Mom. He didn’t actually kill my father, no matter what all of 
ya’ll choose to believe.” 
 “I said I’m not talking to you about that. Will you pick her up or not?” 





 “Stella. She’s coming in on a Delta flight tomorrow night. She’s already been told 
you’ll be meeting her at baggage claim and she’s got your cell phone number.  Her 
number is… are you ready?” 
 Cliff jotted down the flight information and the girl’s number. They said goodbye 
and Cliff dove out of the room and shook his head, the smell of ancient turpentine-
infused cheese lingering in his sinus cavities. There was a Flavor-Aid station—a water 
color filled with the popular powdered juice drink, provided as a moral booster—on his 
way back to his cubicle and he stopped for a quick gulp of chilled tamarindo, a new 
flavor added to appease the growing number of Latino’s in the Temple. Cliff swallowed 
the nutty drink and smiled; he knew it was spiked with something with more kick than 
caffeine but after three years of drinking it, he’d gotten used to the buzz. 
 He sighed and tossed the cup into the bin marked Compost. Twenty-four years old 
and still at Mom’s beck and call; someday he was determined to say no and make it stick.  
He made his way back to his desk and clocked in; almost eight minutes, far longer than 
he’d intended. He logged back into the Wizzards of Wor session he’d paused when the 
phone buzzed. The Red Level depended on him; the Temple wouldn’t achieve projected 
growth without each employee at every Level working at peak efficiency and with a 









 When Cliff about seven—he’d already started school—his dead father came to 
visit for the first time. Cliff woke up in the middle of the night, his Candyland dreams 
disturbed by someone or something on the edge of the bed. Lit by the nightlight was a 
young man, just out of his late teens, shorts and a t-shirt hanging off a lanky frame, seated 
on the blanket. 
 “I’m Ted,” he said. “Who are you?” 
 “Cliff,” the boy squeaked. “Are you a friend of Mommy?” 
 “Hi, Cliff. Sorta.” 
 Cliff nodded and squished up against the headboard, hugging Mr. Snuggles 
Rabbit tight against his chest. Mommy had friends over at strange hours sometimes but 
they never came to see him. Ted didn’t say anything else for a long while, just sat there 
with a sad clown look on his face. Cliff wasn’t sure what do to but he was so tired he 
almost fell back asleep. 
 “You like Saturday morning cartoons?” the young man asked. 
 Cliff stirred. “Sure, who doesn’t?” 
 “That’s cool.” He didn’t say anything else and eventually Cliff did fall back 
asleep. He woke up in the morning and looked at the edge of the bed but there was 
nothing to see. 





 “Ted who?” Lucy answered. “Your father’s name was Ted, remember me telling 
you that?” 
 “I remember. Ted, your friend from last night.” 
 Lucy looked at her little boy and squinted her left eye, arching the other eyebrow. 
“There wasn’t anyone over last night, you know that.” 
 “He sat on my bed. He likes Saturday morning cartoons. Mr. Snuggles says his a 
nice man.” 
 Cliff wasn’t looking at Lucy and didn’t see the complex emotions her face 
betrayed in a split second. 
 “Are you saying someone was in your room last night?” 
 “He said he was Ted and he was a sorta friend. He liked cartoons.” 
 Lucy jumped up and ran into her son’s room. She checked the window but it was 
locked and showed no signs of tampering. When she came back, she sat Cliff on her lap. 
“Tell me everything about this person named Ted who liked cartoons.” Cliff told her 
everything he and Mr. Snuggles Rabbit remembered which wasn’t much. Lucy hugged 
him and let him go play. 
 Later in the day she pulled him aside and showed him a picture. 
 “That’s Ted.” 
 They went to see a nice lady a few days after that in a big shiny building who 
asked Cliff lots and lots of questions. Then they went to another building and Cliff was 
put inside a big donut shaped thing that made a lot of noise. Then they let him go and run 





 “There’s nothing physically wrong with him,” Dr. Childress said as they watched 
the seven year old scramble around. “And my diagnosis from the other day still stands, I 
think he’s a healthy and normal—if a little precocious—young boy.” 
 “But—the hallucination—” 
 “If that’s indeed what it was. I’m more inclined to think it was like a waking 
dream, a state often responsible for reports of hauntings and UFO abductions. Cliff has 
seen pictures of your—of his father. I don’t think it’s anything more serious than that.” 
 “What if it happens again?” 
 “Call me and we’ll evaluate the severity of the incident at that time. My guess is 
that as he gets older, this kind of thing will happen with diminished frequency. He’s a 
good boy, it’s a damn shame what happened to his father.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 The next time Cliff woke up and found Ted slumped on the edge of his bed, he 
told Lucy about it and was dragged right back into the big shiny building for even more 
long talks with the nice doctor lady and more tests. 
 Cliff kept it to himself the next time it happened, and again after that. Ted wasn’t 
much of a talker and he seemed content to show up for a few minutes in the middle of the 
night; sometimes Cliff woke up, sometimes he could sense Ted had been there but had 
not disturbed his sleep. It was comforting, in a strange way, but Cliff quickly figured out 
that it was somewhat unique. At school he met a girl named Jeri who told him her dead 
mother who visited her, but everyone thought Jeri was crazy. Cliff didn’t want people to 






Necroburbia: Chapter Four 
 
 
 Cliff kept one eye on his cell phone’s clock display; he didn’t want to leave too 
early and risk the further wrath of his fellow employees, but he wanted to get on the road 
to the airport as soon as possible. Like death and taxes, traffic was an inevitable hassle in 
Houston. Cliff grew up driving on the twisted coils of the Harris County freeway system 
and negotiated it with native ease but Friday early evening was maximum bug out, the 
roads would be clogged, especially the big freeway going north to the airport. It would be 
manageable if only he could get out of the Temple on time. 
 He still wasn’t sure how his mother managed to talk him into helping her while 
simultaneously bitching him out up one side and done the other. But he said he would 
pick the girl up and that meant being on time. 
 Complicating matters was the simple but indisputable fact that the bean and 
theoretical beef burrito from the Temple cafeteria had a death grip on his guts. He’d have 
to hit the head before he headed out on the highway and that meant filling out a TLA-
OIO form (Temporary Leave of Absence-Organic Input /Output), which could be used 
for going to the bathroom or going to lunch; it was all the same to the bastards in Purple 
Level. He shifted in his chair, trying to ignore the ominous rumblings down below while 
he logged out of his game, pulled up the form and rapidly began to fill it out. 
 He’d spent the day fishing for recruits in Wizzards of Wor, without enough 





game to game, proselytizing for the Temple as they went and signing up new investors. 
The Number One called this stirring the pot to find the meat. On-line role playing games 
were fertile breeding grounds for exactly the kind of consumer the Temple wanted, and 
Cliff had significant success reeling them in and getting the digits, which in this case 
meant a credit card number. He was fluent in leet-speak and several other nerd dialects 
and navigated the complex social world of on-line reality with ease.  
 With a final click he appended his electronic signature to the form and submitted 
it. Normally he’d have to wait for the approval notice to filter back down to him but he’d 
checked the “emergency” combo-box option which gave him leeway to go as soon as he 
clicked submit and staggered down the row of cubicles toward the nearest Organic 
Evacuation Station. 
 Cliff had never worked for a company that was as strict as the Temple of 
Harmonious Change but he’d accepted the rigorous bureaucracy and control tactics for 
two reasons. One was easy to define; the material reward that allowed him to live 
somewhere other than his mother’s house, the paycheck that paid his rent, bought food, 
provided him with a cell phone and kept the car running. The other reason was even more 
personal; he liked it. The moment he clocked in, his working day was scheduled and 
controlled by the rules found in the Personal Conduct Codex; from the clothes he wore to 
how he cleaned his gums. Instead of constricted, Cliff was liberated. No one told him to 
be leader, shift a paradigm, think outside a box, update a process, or modernize a system. 






 There was the not insignificant issue of Ultimate Promotion. The one time Cliff 
saw a Temple employee accept the honor and drink the cyanide-laced low-fat Caramel 
Macchiato specially prepared for him by highly trained Black Level baristas, the look on 
the man’s face moments before he died was branded in Cliff’s memory, something 
between exaltation and terror. He also remembered the two who didn’t get promoted, 
weeping and sobbing because they didn’t get to go with him, dragged off the stage while 
the doctor pronounced Larry Seagull fully promoted. 
 Cliff knew what the Temple did before he was hired and he had a suspicion that 
suicidal corporate nihilism had a limited career arc. But at the time he applied he was 
broke, hungry, strung out and facing homelessness. Going back home wasn’t an option. 
His mother’s brand of crazy wasn’t limited to her armed and dangerous lifestyle; she also 
led a group called The All-American Abductees, who met once a month in her living 
room. All of them believed that they’d been commanded by their alien kidnappers to 
devote themselves to getting Ron Paul elected President. Cliff had to draw the line 
somewhere; he’d moved out after high school and would rather sleep in his car than live 
with his mother again. 
 He figured he’d put in six months as a Temple go-fer and then find something 
else; but then the Temple offered to pay for a treatment program if he’d work a year. He 
agreed, and for the first time in a long while he embraced life without chemicals.   
 The bathroom was empty when he pushed open the door. Cliff hustled to the far 
stall. The Temple rules made it hard to get here but once inside, each Organic Evacuation 
Station was a nirvana of luminescent porcelain and gleaming stainless steel, tastefully 





(meant to discourage malingering, according to the Codex) was disconcerting until Cliff 
got used to it; just another quirk of the Temple. 
 He opened his mouth, a sigh of relief gathering deep in his lungs, when the outer 
door opened and someone else entered the sanctuary. Cliff’s mouth slammed shut and he 
held his breath, hoping it was just a quick trip to the urinals for this guy. He leaned 
forward ever so slightly, opening a line of sight through the crack in the stall door just as 
the guy flashed in front of him, pushed open the door of the stall next to Cliff, and locked 
it. He had expensive, shiny brown leather shoes, very stylish compared to Cliff’s Temple-
approved purple sneakers. Cliff cringed as he listened to the man unhook his belt, 
unbutton his pants, turn, and finally settle onto the toilet with a sigh so deep it had 
subplots. 
 Cliff had yet to breathe. In the flash between the door cracks he’d recognized The 
Number One, the CEO of the Temple, Mr. Charles Stroud himself. 
 “If you don’t let out that breath, boy, you’re gonna pop like a cartoon toad all over 
my nice clean stall,” came that strong, honey-sweet tenor that Cliff knew so well. “Relax, 
kid. It’s just you and me. My security detail has this OES locked down for the duration, 
so take your time.” When there was no sound from the other stall, Charles knocked on the 
wall between them. “Hello? Are you still there, or did you disappear up your own 
asshole?” 
 “I’m here,” Cliff squeaked as he slowly let the air out of his lungs. 
 “Good, good, just take it easy. Better now? Relaxed?” When there was no reply, 






 “How the hell… oh, the TLA-OIO form.” 
 Charles grunted. “Exactly. Not a bowel moves or a snack gets consumed in the 
Temple that I don’t know about. Not to mention the extensive camera system, which I’ve 
had temporarily disabled at this location—we’re off the record, as it were. Understand? 
Just you and me.” 
 “Yes, sir, Number One.” 
 “Don’t call me that. For right now, we’re on a first name basis. Two men met in a 
boardroom, a conference room, in their power suits, flashing their bling, it breeds 
dishonesty. You want to talk to someone, really talk to them, you gotta catch them with 
their pants down around their ankles. You understand?” 
 “Not really… Charles.” 
 “Well, it’s true. Now listen Cliff, you and me, we’ve got some history tugging at 
us, right?” 
 “Yeah, I guess.” 
 “Sure we do, and you know what I’m talking about. Ted Pella… your father was a 
decent guy, Cliff. He didn’t deserve what happened to him, not by a long shot.” 
 “Oh jeez,” was all Cliff could muster. 
 Charles went on as if he hadn’t heard. “You grew up in Mellorland, so you’ve 
heard all the stories about me… how I orchestrated Ted’s death, how I helped Denny kill 
him. Let me assure you of something, Cliff. I told the truth at the trial about that day,” the 
older man’s voice was thick, “about what Denny did to Ted Pella, even told the truth 
about the sad part I had to play in the whole mess. All it’s gotten me is grief.” There was 





had brought this up and his bowels were simply not going move while this subject was 
discussed. Charles had no such compunctions; Cliff grimaced as he listened to the man 
next to him sigh with relief. “But no matter,” Charles went on. “I’ve lived under the 
cloud of suspicion since I was sixteen. It doesn’t matter what you or anyone else in 
Mellorland believes, I know the truth.” Cliff started to say something, but stopped. 
“Yes?” Charles asked. 
 Cliff coughed and started again. “I was just going to say that you’re right, it 
doesn’t matter. It’s not like it’s something that happened to me and I never knew Ted 
Pella—I mean, my mother has told me stories, old photos, that sort of thing.” No point in 
mentioning the periodic nocturnal visits by the listless incarnation that moped at the foot 
of his bed. “I couldn’t have started working for the Temple if I had… unresolved 
feelings.” 
 “But your Mom, how does she feel about you working here?” 
 “She stopped speaking to me until just recently.” 
 “And your grandfather?” 
 “I haven’t talked to Frank since I was eighteen.” Cliff wiped at the sweat oozing 
down his forehead. Time streamed away; out on the gleaming white concrete freeways, 
traffic began to thicken, especially going north. This hellish conversation just would not 
end. “Frank’s somewhat obsessed with his memorial project, and I find him… difficult.” 
 “Ah, the memorial, the infamous Necroburbia.” 
 “Yes.” 
 The toilet flushed. Cliff held his breath as Charles stood up and pulled up his 





more pleased with your work performance. Keep up the good work at Red Level, each 
new investor in the Temple means more money for everyone.” His Organic Evacuation 
complete, the CEO of the Temple opened the stall door and stepped up to the sink. Cliff 
suppressed a groan. After a lengthy bit of hand sanitizing, his boss finally moved toward 
the outer door. “We’ll talk again soon. I’ve got my all-seeing eye on you, Cliff Fontaine. 
Make money as if you were in the salad days of a corrupt nation and a promotion is in 
your future.” 
 The door swung closed. 
 Cliff sat there for another five minutes but his body had already decided it wasn’t 
going to happen at this time. Someone else came bustling in and Cliff gave up, jerked up 
his pants and walked to the sink. He let the water run over his hands and wrists, splashed 
some in his face and looked himself in his mirrored eye. 
 His once gaunt cheeks had filled out and lost the severe shadow, thanks to 
something like a regular diet. His hair, which for years he’d kept buzzed super short, was 
shaggy and close to his genetically approved color. His light brown eyes, clear and 
unblinking, stared back at him for a long moment. Almost three years free from the 
tyrannical grind of Nazi Marching Powder. 
 He pulled out his phone and checked the time. 









Charles Stroud conceived of the Temple of Harmonious Change in 1997 while 
sitting in the garage of his childhood home, which he’d just inherited. His parents, killed 
by a drunk driver, willed him the house in Mellorland and he’d come back to the suburb 
to deal with the property. Out in the garage he discovered that his father had stashed a 
hoard of publications with no readily apparent commonality; old comic books, weird 
religious tracts, amateur BDSM magazines, maps of cities from all over the globe, a 
whole box of the Book of Mormon (each one carefully marked in his father’s 
handwriting, detailing which hotel he’d stolen them from), Spanish-language coloring 
books, whole reams of UFO conspiracies printed out on continuous feed computer paper. 
Charles, initially tempted to chunk it all without a second glance, gave into curiosity and 
spent several hours sifting through what his father had considered important. 
Some of it was downright disturbing. Charles was well aware that the world was 
filled with babbling nutbags but he didn’t realize how many of them had their own 
serialized publications. He opened box after box, sifting through the ephemera that his 
father had frozen in time, putting them into various piles. 
His wife Claire stepped into the garage and picked up a copy of Big Beautiful 
Beastly Babes. 
“Why are these women dressed up like farm animals, Charles?” she asked as she 





Charles grinned and shook his head. “Welcome to the wide world of modern 
freakdom. It’s not all perverse, either—check this out, a whole bunch of Archie and 
Friends and Lil’ Lulus.” 
“Any idea why your old man stashed all this… stuff?” 
“Nope.” 
She wrinkled her nose. “What’re you going to do with it?” 
Charles looked up from a DIY magazine dedicated to Italian splatterhouse films. 
“Go through it and, I don’t know.” 
“Yeah, well, it’s not coming in here.” She stalked back into the house. 
After a few hours he’d finished and sat in the center of the curious collection. He 
stretched and looked over it, shaking his head. Something caught his eye, a four-color 
pamphlet on the top of the whacky cults stack. He bent over and picked it up, studying 
the cover depiction of a gleaming metal pyramid with flames shooting out of the top as a 
space-alien version of Anubis loomed above it. Charles flipped it over and frowned; he 
recognized the address, it was just a few miles away. 
Visit the New Power Pyramid and Experience the Cleansing Flame of Eternal 
Truth! Invest One Dollar and Change Your Life FOREVER! 
 A few days later he drove by the address and grinned when he saw the tip of 
pyramid sticking out above the trees. Charles pulled into the weed-choked lot and parked, 
staring at the architectural monstrosity that confronted him. How this had gotten zoning 
approval was beyond imagining. He turned off the car and got out, leaning against the 





 He’d looked up the New Power Pyramid. It had been built in the early 1990’s, the 
work of a guy who called himself Bal-Warfin and his dedicated followers. A few years 
after it was finished, Bal-Warfin fled the country, arrest warrants for a laundry list of 
alleged illegal activities nipping at his heels. The building was foreclosed on by the bank; 
they tried to unload it but even in a favorable commercial real estate market, it was 
unsellable. 
 It took some time to build up the capital; he had to sell his childhood home to 
make an offer. The bank didn’t quibble on the price; they were ecstatic to get it off the 
books. 
 “But what are you going to do with it?” Claire asked. They sipped champagne on 
the first floor, temporary lighting casting long shadows onto the walls. 
 “This will be the bookstore and coffee bar; I’m going to convert the other floors 
into office space.” 
 “Office space for what?” 
 “The Temple of Harmonious Change.” 
 “I don’t get it. Are you starting a religion?” 
 “Hell Claire, any damn crackpot can do that. I’m starting a business.” 
 “As long as we don’t have to stop going to Lakewood Baptist,” Claire said and 









 Despite Cliff’s nimble handling of Obi-Wan Toyota on I-45 North, he couldn’t 
make it through traffic to the airport on time. He parked the car in the C lot and hustled 
across to the terminal, cursing the bizarre bathroom chat. It took him a second to find the 
flight on the big board but when he finally figured it out he was pleased to see it was 
delayed, and then dismayed to see he had an hour to kill before it was now scheduled to 
arrive. 
 He found a seat and got comfortable; there was nothing to do but wait. He 
browsed news stories on his phone, gradually becoming aware that someone was paying 
him too much attention. Cliff glanced down at his Temple uniform and cursed himself for 
not changing into something less provocative before he got in the car. The Temple Codex 
encouraged wearing the uniform at all times but this wasn’t always practical—or safe. 
The woman stared at him from about twenty feet away and one glance at her writhing 
face was all Cliff needed to see; she was psyching herself up for a full-on confrontation. 
As she steamed across the floor, he looked around and noticed everyone was amazingly 
occupied looking somewhere else. 
 “How dare you!” She ground to a halt a few feet away, her fat legs anchored to 
the floor, ready for a rumble. Cliff raised his eyebrows and shrugged but didn’t reply. 
“How dare you come here and spread your disease in this public place?” 





 “That Temple of yours is nothing but a sick cult, it’s an abomination, it’s 
absolutely criminal the way you butcher those people on live television! God is judging 
you, you and that murderous bastard you follow. You’re going to hell, you’re going to 
burn forever in a lake of fire!” 
 “Can’t be much worse than Lake Houston,” Cliff said and cursed himself for 
rising to the occasion. It was best to avoid direct confrontation with the overly religious; 
The Number One said the road to peace is made by going the other way. 
 His cell phone rang. “Excuse me, I’ve got to get this,” Cliff said. There was no 
way he wasn’t going to answer the phone, even though the number wasn’t in his contact 
list. “Hello?” 
 “Is this Cliff? It’s Stella.” 
 “You’re nothing but filth and excrement! Give up your wickedness and worship 
of the goat!” 
 “Hi, Stella.” 
 “Uhm, who was that?” 
 Cliff stood up and inched his way around the row of interlocked chairs. People 
looked on but their bland reactions told Cliff he was on his own. “Where are you?” he 
asked instead of answering her. 
 “In baggage claim; where are you?” 
 “Stay there, I’m right above you, I’ll be right down.” Cliff slipped the phone back 
into his pocket. “Lady, I’m sure if you’d look in your heart you’d see that we’re no 





grunted as he backed into someone, “sorry, than we have differences.” He was almost to 
the escalator. 
 “Wicked! Wicked!” she said, and those mighty legs started to churn. 
 “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Cliff muttered, turned, and all but dove down the moving 
stairs, dodging left and right around startled and disgruntled travelers. There were three 
active baggage carousels, each with an attendant crowd that watched the bags bump 
around in a circle, occasionally diving in and struggling with an over packed suitcase. He 
looked back over his shoulder and his persecutor was just stepping onto the escalator, her 
face twisted with righteous indignation. 
 “Hey! Slow down there!” 
 Cliff blanched and waved at the blue-shirted TSA agent who’d suddenly decided 
to take an interest in him. “Sorry, sir!” He walked as quickly as he could toward the 
center carousel, where the Cleveland luggage was offloading, the agent never taking his 
eyes off of him. Cliff looked around at the passengers, trying to guess which of the 
women looking at him like he was a total idiot was the daughter of his mother’s crazy 
friend. 
   Someone pulled on his shirt from behind. “Whatever in the fuck you do, please 
don’t decide to channel your inner Tennessee Williams and scream my name. You have 
no idea how embarrassing it is.” He turned. She was taller than he expected, and spikier. 
He reflexively reached up and touched the side of his nose where the skin had grown in 
over the piercing. “You know this crazy rhino about to run us down?” 
 “We’re just getting acquainted,” Cliff gasped. “How many bags you got?” 





 “Demon spawn! Burn in hell!” 
Cliff nodded. “Maybe we should just… go?” 
 “I’m right behind you, chief!” 
 Cliff bent over and picked up one of the bags and walked calmly toward the 
sliding glass doors. He couldn’t have felt more conspicuous if he’d been bare-assed 
naked. Once clear of the door, they hustled between the cars pulled up under the outside 
awning. He heard Stella gasp as she took her first breath of warm, damp Houston air. 
 “Demon seed! Goat of the whore!” 
 They crossed into the parking deck and Cliff broke into a trot. He turned to tell 
Stella to keep up but she was striding past him on the right, the bag across her shoulders 
like a huge green log. 
 “Where are you parked?” she hollerd. 
 “To the left, about three rows down! It’s a blue Toyota!” 
 Cliff threw a glance backward, expecting a full complement of the Federal 
Government’s finest backing up his rather vocal detractor. He slowed up when he caught 
a glimpse of her, standing just outside the sliding doors, shaking her fist at him. He gave 
a little wave and turned away, walking slowly toward the car where Stella waited, a 
cigarette dangling from her lips. 
 “Momma told me things were different down here,” she said as he opened the 
trunk and slung the bag. “I had no idea.” 
 “Put that other bag in the back seat and let’s get the hell out of here,” Cliff said. 










 Denny Wateka leaned out of the booth and waved; the reporter saw him and 
waved back from the bar just as a pitcher of beer arrived. Denny liked this guy. He 
always bought a pitcher of beer, barely drank a glass and didn’t blink if the pitcher ran 
dry, just ordered another one. 
 “Jerry Bintliff, how are the hell are ya?” Denny enthused, his eyes on the pitcher 
as Jerry slid into the other side of the booth and dropped two glasses on the table. 
 “Fair to middling as usual, Denny.” He filled the glasses and raised his. “Cheers.” 
 “Viva the revolución,” Denny said, “and all that crap.” 
 Jerry leaned forward and looked him over. “You’ve really filled out.” 
 Denny nodded and lifted his ball cap, ran his fingers through thin, greyish hair 
and settled the cap back in place. “I guess that’s a good thing, right? Yeah it is. Well to 
give credit where credit is due, I’ve been working and I’ve had a steady place to live with 
this lady from San Antonio. Life ain’t so bad, man.” 
“Not like when we met, huh?” 
“That’s right, no more Sterno-fried Spam under the bridge! No more pills either.” 
 When Jerry first made contact with the infamous Denny Wateka, the man really 
did live like a troll, with a squat tucked under a bridge over a local bayou. Jerry’s interest 
was professional at first; he made documentaries and he’d been working on a special-





on their lives post-media frenzy. One of the people on the list was Denny—“Killer Child 
Acquitted in the Death of Ted Pella”, blared the headline from June of 1988. 
 Jerry had read through the story; a young man had been killed, two younger 
friends accused each other of the crime, and in the end the jury acquitted the two boys 
and set them free. One of them—Charles Stroud—went on to become a rich, powerful 
and successful cult leader; not as much was known of the fate of Denny, who had all but 
vanished from public record after the trial. 
 He dug into his research and was surprised to learn that Denny still lived in 
Mellorland, had worked construction and landscaping but had been injured on the job and 
ended up with a vicious addiction to pain meds. After knocking on a few doors, one of 
Denny’s old roommates told Jerry where to look and he found the man living rough on 
the streets. It took a bit of convincing to get him to talk on camera, but it was compelling 
footage. 
 “That was like, three years ago now, Denny.” 
 The man across the table grinned, revealing teeth ravaged by the side effects of 
opiate addiction. “Yeah, ain’t that something? Some days I don’t even remember how 
bad it was.” 
 “So, what’s up, Denny? You said you had something for me. Don’t get me wrong, 
I don’t mind driving from the Heights to hang out at the sleaziest bar in Mellorland.” 
Jerry looked around and sponged up the ambiance. The Merry Rottencrotch was at full 
steam, a mass of booze deprived locals heaving around the bar, clamoring for the 





Hairy Safawallabelly. “It’s like visiting a war zone for alcoholics, if you know what I 
mean.” 
Denny snorted. “These are just the first shift drinkers, wait until the pros get 
here.” He refilled his glass. “Okay, here’s the goods. I don’t know if I should even tell 
you this, Jerry, but Teddy is back.” 
 Part of Denny’s story Jerry had left on the cutting room floor. During those initial 
interviews, Denny went on and on about how he was tormented by the vengeful spirit of 
Ted Pella who pestered him late in the night. Given that Denny was obviously strung out 
and under a great deal of stress, Jerry had listened politely before coaxing his subject 
back on track. 
 Now he sat back and crossed his arms. “And I thought you said you weren’t on 
the pills anymore.” 
 “I’m not. This thing, it ain’t some morphine dream. It’s real, Jerry, and it’s just as 
annoying as it’s ever been, hell even worse than before, bitching and moaning half the 
freakin’ night, it’s driving me nuts!” 
 “Denny, ghosts don’t exist.” 
 “You tell that to the goddamn thing that sits on the edge of my bed. It’s not even 
scary anymore, just a big pain in the ass.” 
 Jerry scoffed, finished his beer… and poured himself another glass. “Come off it 
Denny, you’ve been watching too much reality TV, those ghost hunting shows.” 
 Denny grinned. “See, I knew you wouldn’t believe me, you never did. Everybody 
always wants proof, like that makes it any more real. Check this out.” He reached into his 





shoots video. Here let me queue it up.” He fiddled with the camera and handed it to Jerry. 
“Just push play.” 
 Jerry held the little Nikon in his hand. On the screen the first frame of the video 
was paused; he looked up at Denny. “This isn’t bullshit, is it? I’m a filmmaker, Denny, 
I’ll have a pretty damn good idea if it’s faked.” Denny shrugged his shoulders and 
pointed at the camera. Jerry pushed play. 
  For a few seconds it was unclear what was going on, no lighting to speak of, but 
there was some sort of audio, someone talking; Jerry held it closer to his face. “Is it 
turned up all the way?” he asked, straining to hear above the rumble of the bar. “And why 
isn’t there any light? Don’t tell me you shot this whole thing in the dark.” Denny just 
grinned. 
 The indistinct voice babbled on, phrases or words popping out unexpectedly, but 
there was a lot of shuffling noises in the background, like someone tangled in sheets. 
Then the bedside light turned on, and someone was indeed seated on the edge of a bed, 
naked, back toward the camera, the apparent source of the audio. 
 “…Charlie’s Hamburgers…Del Taco… Whataburger… Sonic…” 
 Jerry shot Denny a glance, but Denny just shrugged. 
 The camera angle moved, circling around, trying to shoot the face, but the figure 
on the bed managed to turn just enough to avoid being seen full on no matter how the 
camera moved. 
 “Teddy! Hey! Why don’t you fuck off and leave me alone?” Denny’s voice 
crackled in the audio. The light source started to fade, the room plunged into darkness, 





Denny’s face filled the screen. “Did you see that? That was some real Ghostbusters shit, 
man!” The camera swung back around, focused in on the bed spread. “Not a mark on it, 
like he wasn’t even there,” Denny’s voice proclaimed, and a hand pointed to the blanket. 
 Jerry handed the camera back to Denny and shook his head. “That’s pretty funny, 
but it’s not proof of anything. What the hell was he saying, anyway?” 
 “He does that all the time, it’s like lists of things he can’t have. You should hear 
him go off about masturbation; he misses that most of all I think.” 
 “Oh, come on, man.” 
 Denny swept the camera off the table. “Okay, so you don’t believe. That’s alright, 
that’s alright, it don’t matter, I’m uploading it to the Internets anyway. I’ll bet when those 
fellas from TV see this video they won’t be so judgmental.” 
 Jerry nodded. “Oh, yeah they will, because they don’t believe in ghosts either; it’s 
just a shtick, Denny, like pro wrestling or game shows or Ghost Hunters.” 
 “Shut your mouth! Ghost Hunters is too real!” 
 Jerry shrugged and drank. “Do what you want with it, but that’s not proof of 
ghosts.” 
 Denny leaned forward. “Well damn Jerry, that’s a great idea.” 
“What is?” 
“You come by and film it yourself! I’m telling you, this is the real deal, Jerry!” 
“Sure, sure,” Jerry muttered, half serious and half ready to bolt into the night. He 
was curious but that curiosity was tempered by the thought of spending the night with 










 “So what’s with the color-coded jumpsuit and purple sneakers?” Stella turned her 
head from the window. Since they’d wound their way out of the airport and onto the 
freeway south, she’d been quietly looking out as the lights came up in the early evening. 
“You look like a back-up dancer escapee from an 80’s music video. A bad 80’s music 
video.” 
 Cliff looked down, then back at the brake lights on the car in front of him. Traffic 
crept along, unusually slow considering they were supposed to be going against the flow 
of traffic. “Yeah, it’s a work thing, you know, I work at the Temple of Harmonious 
Change?” 
 “Never heard of it; I wouldn’t work at someplace that made me wear a uniform—
especially one as butt ugly as that one!” She laughed. “So, the Temple of Harmonious 
Change… what’s that all about? Sounds like a cult.” 
 “Why does everyone… okay, it’s not a cult, it’s just a business. There’s a spiritual 
bookstore, a coffee shop, we’ve even got our own TV show on local cable. We’re always 
seeking new investors…” 
 “Oh I’m sure you are!” she rolled her eyes. “So why was the Bible thumper 





“Not everyone is fan of how the Temple does business,” Cliff admitted. “Some 
religious groups… well, most of them, really… have an issue with the Temple’s practice 
of Ultimate Promotion.” 
Stella frowned. “What the hell is that?”  
“It’s a special honor, where select employees are promoted to another level of 
reality.” 
“And… how exactly is that achieved?” 
“You have to consume a specially prepared cyanide caramel macchiato.” 
The silence extended out far enough that Cliff glanced over at her. Her mouth was 
open and her tongue stud glinted in the red brake lights. She blinked repeatedly and 
started to say something, stopped, started again. “And you’ve… known people who’ve 
gotten the Ultimate Promotion?” 
He nodded. “I didn’t really know him, but yeah, I’ve witnessed some getting 
Promoted during the Telethon.” 
“And this guy, he what… he died?” 
“He transcended.” 
“But he wasn’t alive at the end of it?” 
“No.” 





“The Temple holds an annual fundraising event that’s broadcast on local cable 
and of course, streamed on the Internet. The employee up for Promotion can only accept 
the honor if the fundraising goals aren’t met.” 
“And people actually call in and pledge money to what… to stop someone from 
committing suicide on live TV?” 
“Uh, yeah, that’s about it.” 
Stella nodded. “That’s about the most fucked-up thing I’ve heard, Cliff.” Traffic 
finally broke apart and he was able to get Obi-Wan Toyota up to speed. Dusk had turned 
into night as they talked. The lights in the glass and steel towers provided shape and 
definition against the darkness as they skirted the edge of downtown and transitioned 
onto the Inner Loop. 
“There hasn’t been a Promotion in two years,” Cliff added, “people have been 
very generous with the donation, despite the economy.” 
“Aww… no one got to die, I mean, be promoted?” 
“Nope; and they were really crushed to get so close and be denied. You can only 
get elected once every five years. Like I said, it’s quite the honor.” 
“Have you ever been elected?” 
“Naw, I’m only in Red Level, we’re not allowed to be in the pool of candidates. 
You have to be at least Purple Level to even begin to qualify.” 
 The girl shook her head. “I don’t know, Cliff, you look like a normal guy, but this 





 “No, I’m just dropping you off at my Mom’s house because she can’t piss out of a 
tree.” 
 “What?” 
 “Never mind. So what’s your deal, Stella? Why’d your mother kick you down to 
the taint of Texas for the summer?” 
 Stella watched the lights slide by the car before answering. “To dry out,” she said 
with almost no inflection, “and to keep me away from the wrong kind of people.” 
 “Dry out… how old are you, anyway?” 
 “I’ll be seventeen in July,” she said. Stella tapped on the window and pointed out 
the well-lit billboard near the exit. “What the hell is Necroburbia, some sort of haunted 
house thing?” They had exited off the Inner Loop, onto one of the main streets that 
connected Mellorland with the Houston freeway system. 
NECROBURBIA: SUBURB OF THE DEAD! VISIT ONE OF THE GREAT 
TEXAS CURIOUSITIES! NEW SUMMER HOURS, OPEN UNTIL 9:00! SNACK 
BAR AND GIFT SHOP NOW OPEN! 
 Cliff grunted. “Not exactly a haunted house, it’s more like a memorial.” 
 “Oh. A memorial for what?” 
 “My father.” 
 “Right, sure.” 
 “No, it really is. It’s just up here on the right, see the sign?” Cliff slowed down. 





see that big roof, that’s covering the majority of it. It’s supposed to be a replica of 
Mellorland for dead people, and at the center of it, where the Mellorland Mall should be, 
is a memorial to my father who was killed by some neighborhood kids before I was born. 
My grandfather built it after the kids got off scot free. It’s like, outsider art, social 
commentary and roadside attraction rolled into one. You’ve never heard of it?” 
 Stella laughed. “No, come on, you’re kidding me, right?” 
 “I wish I was. Try growing up with that shit in your neighborhood, it’s not so 
funny. Frank—that’s my grandfather—is a hateful little old man and his obsession with 
this monument has caused me no end of grief.” He sped back up. “We’re almost there, 
just a few more minutes.” 
 They drove in silence, Stella staring out the window at the endless succession of 
restaurants, strip malls, convenience stores, and gas stations that lined the main drag. 
When they turned off into the Larchwood neighborhood, Cliff heard her mutter 
something. 
 “What was that?” 
 “I said, I’m doomed to suburbia without my cellphone,” she sighed. “I had to give 
it up before I left. What’s your Mom like, anyway? Is she cool?” 
 Cliff turned down his old street. “What have been told?” 
 “Mom was trying to scare me, she said things like ‘don’t make any sudden 





 Cliff nodded. “That’s good advice. Also, avoid loud noises or swearing in Farsi. If 
she gives you a curfew and you break it, don’t try to sneak back in. Wait until morning 
and knock on the front door.” 
 “Why?” 
 “She shoots first and then turns on the lights.” He pulled to a stop in front of a 
modest brick-fronted house and turned off the car. “Here we are.” He got out and opened 
the back, pulled out her two duffle bags and slung them into the grass. Cliff walked 
around to the passenger side; Stella hadn’t moved and for the first time he saw her not as 
she looked, with her facial hardware and body mods, the severe makeup and upscale 
“urban” threads, but as a sixteen year old girl being dumped on the porch of someone 
she’d never even met for the rest of the summer in a city she didn’t know. He opened the 
door but she still didn’t budge. She wouldn’t look at him. 
 “She’s my Mom, okay?” he said, and leaned against the car. “She’s a little intense 
and maybe there’s no filter between her brain and her mouth, but she’s not that bad, I was 
just yanking your chain a little. Believe me, I grew up with her and I turned out okay.” 
 “You work for a death cult!” 
 “Okay, but that’s just my job, it isn’t who I am.” 
 “It’s still weird. Cliff, I don’t want to be here. It’s flat and it’s hot and it looks 





 “HEY! I sent you out to bring her here, not take her on a date!” a woman’s voice 
hollered from the front porch. “You going to sit out there talking her up all night or 
what?” 
 Stella jumped in her seat and turned to look. 
 Lucy stood under the powerful overhead light, a short woman in her mid-40’s, 
casually dressed in shorts and a solid top which showed off her trim and fit limbs. She 
beckoned toward the car. 
 “Come on, I’ll introduce you,” Cliff said. 
 They walked up the driveway together, each carrying one of her bags. As they got 
near the front door, Cliff heard his mother snort. 
 “That’s one ugly-ass uniform,” she grumbled. 
 “Hi, Mom, it’s good to see you too. This is Stella; Stella, Lucy Fontaine. Good 
luck with that.” He dropped Stella’s bag and started to leave. 
 Lucy’s strong hand sunk into his arm. “Hold up there, Cliff, don’t go anywhere. 
Let’s take a look at you, Stella… like a miniature version of your mother,” Lucy let go of 
Cliff and stepped forward, tentatively reaching out her arms, but Stella twisted out of the 
way and Lucy ended up just patting her on the shoulder. Cliff cocked his head sideways 
and stared at his mother’s legs, which were remarkably free of splints, bandages, or 
braces of any kind. 





 “Go inside, kid, we’ll sort your things out shortly,” Lucy said, and ushered Stella 
through the door. Then she turned on her son and gave him a quick visual once over. 
“You wouldn’t have come if I’d just asked,” she said with a sly smile; it was one of her 
favorite movie lines. “You look good, better than you did the last time I saw you. Next 
time you come over, though, dress like a normal person.” 
 “What do you mean, next time? I was under the impression I’m still on your all 
time shit-list.” 
 Lucy raised her hand and swung the door shut behind her. She crossed her arms 
and stared at her son. Cliff stared back unblinking and finally looked away; she had this 
way of looking at him that crushed his resistance, even as a grown-up. “What do you 
want, an apology? Here it comes, hold on to your hat: I’m sorry. There. Now can we 
move on to the bundle of angst and cheek spikes you just dropped off… is she more than 
I can handle?” 
 “The fierce and well-armed dragon lady of yore is suddenly afraid of getting run 
over by a sixteen-year old girl from Ohio? I’m not buying it, Mom.” 
 “I haven’t dealt with children in a while. And she’s a girl, it’s all different, she 
isn’t going to load-up shotgun shells or launch anvils or any of the fun stuff we used to 
do.” 





 “Help me out with her, Cliff, please? Come around this summer, hang out, and 
watch a few ballgames with us on the tube. Help me keep her occupied and off the 
streets. Quadre is really worried about her.” 
 “It won’t take her long to find trouble no matter where she is. She’s sixteen going 
on twenty-six.” 
 “That’s what I’m talking about. I need your help.” 
 “So after three years of not talking to me, all of a sudden it’s a quickie apology 
and a summer of baseball and hotdogs because you’re afraid you can’t handle your crazy 
friend’s equally crazy daughter?” 
 Lucy ran her hands through her short, wiry hair and nodded. “Yeah, that’s about 
it. You in or what?” 
 Cliff backed off the porch. “We’ll see.” 
 Lucy watched her only son lope down the driveway. She’d missed talking with 
him, and even that short exchange made her want the kid back in her life. Despite his 
wretched choice of employment; that was something she still couldn’t stomach. The 
thought of it, that Charles Stroud had somehow managed to suck her only child into his 
twisted world, made her whole body seize up.  She sighed as she watched the 
taillights of the old Toyota before turning to the front door and the fireball she’d 
promised to tame before the summer was over.   









 The office in back of Necroburbia only felt small thanks to all the crap 
accumulated over the years. If the file cabinets, tools, massive old desk, small 
refrigerator, an overstuffed couch and so on were stripped away it wouldn’t be so stuffy. 
Just to the right of the concession stand, behind the gift shop but connected to it by a 
door, tacked on almost as an afterthought when they built the expansion.  
 With three people inside and the door closed, it was just on the other side of cozy. 
The oldest woman sat behind the desk; she pushed the stack of paperwork she’d been 
poring over for the past hour to one side, leaned back, reached behind her head and 
grinned. 
 “Look what I found,” Cora Pella said, waving a crooked, black cigar. “Must’ve 
gotten lost up in my hair.” 
 “You’re not really going to light that in here, are you? You’ll fog us out,” 
protested Tessa Pella, the youngest of the three at fifty-eight. She was the last of the three 
women to have been married to Frank Pella, the architect of Necroburbia. 
 From the area of the couch a third voice rumbled to life. “You light that damn 
thing and I’ll put it out in your eye,” growled Madeline Pella, known around the office as 
Madie. The three of them constituted the exclusive Frank Pella Ex-Wives Club. 






 “I was until you started waving that cheroot around. I can smell that thing from 
here and you haven’t even lit up yet.” Madie sat up and her work boots clomped on the 
floor; even in her mid-sixties she got out and mucked around with whatever needed 
fixing, which today had been the drain line from the bathrooms. “Another one of your 
roll-her-own specials? What’s in it?” 
 “A little of this, a little of that,” Cora sniffed and gave it a dry pull. “A special 
blend of exotic leaf grown in the wildest places on Earth.” 
 “Didn’t you tell Dr. Thompson you’d given up smoking those things?” Tessa 
asked from where she sat, her feet crossed on a creaky footstool. 
 “Only to get him to stop pestering me for them,” Cora snorted. “I’ll give these up 
when you give up your Shiner’s.” Tessa raised the beer bottle in her hand and saluted. 
“That’s what I thought,” Cora said. “But I’ll take ya’lls tender lungs into consideration 
this time. I finished the books.” 
 No one quite remembered whose idea it was for Cora, Madie and Tessa to take 
over the day-to-day operations of Necroburbia. It sure wasn’t Frank; they weren’t all 
divorced for nothing. It hadn’t happened all at once. They were sneaky about it; Tessa 
came in after Frank had been hospitalized and she never left. Madie, the mother of Ted 
Pella, didn’t show up until she’d retired; and Cora waltzed in one day and started bossing 
the other two around. Frank’s enthusiasm was muted at best, but he had to admit he was a 
lousy manager. Now he could concentrate on repairs and alterations while the ladies took 
care of business; they quickly added a concession stand and gift shop and a glitzy new 





 As roadside attractions went, Necroburbia had marketing issues. By design it 
wasn’t a happy place. Frank had been in considerable emotional turmoil when he 
conceived of a suitable memorial for his dead son. He was filled with hatred toward the 
cold-hearted children who’d visited the crime scene but reported nothing, the two boys 
who’d done it, the plastic legal system that absolved them of it, even the murderous 
nature of humankind. The thing he built was once described in a Texas Monthly article as 
“the antithesis of the whimsical Orange Show; a grim, lifeless construct, meticulous in 
construction and design but void of any sense of hope, a tragic reminder of one man’s 
obsession with injustice; and yet, it remains strangely compelling, like a car wreck that’s 
gone on for years.” That wasn’t the kind of copy that brought out droves of curious 
tourists.  
 Still, the parking lot was rarely empty. Thanks to a good location just off the 
freeway on the way out of  Houston, and the well-placed billboard, just enough curious 
people pulled off to get a bite and see what all the fuss was about. Not surprisingly, it also 
attracted a fair number of visitors who were interested in the esoteric, weird, and dark 
side of life. Some of them were fairly easy to spot; dressed in black with mopey haircuts 
and eyeliner, they roamed in packs and glared a lot but they were harmless. Around 
Halloween they showed up by the carload, like presents of cash wrapped in black satin 
and lace. Ghost hunters, spiritualists, and television producers poked around and tried to 
engage Frank in conversation, without much success. Then there were what Tessa called 
the Spooks, who came in all shapes and sizes. The Spooks never claimed to be mentalists 
or psychics, they never said much of anything; they walked around, nodding and smiling 





 “We had a rough second quarter, that’s no lie,” Cora sighed. “I mean we’re 
breaking even but just barely, attendance is down, sales are down, everything’s down 
from last year and the year before.” 
 “What the hell is wrong with people? Don’t they want to be reminded of their 
callous disregard for their fellow humans while they suck down a soda and a plate of 
smoked brisket?” Tessa asked. 
 Madie rolled her eyes. “We’re not controversial enough; look at Charlie Stroud, 
he’s raking it in over at the Temple of Huckleberry Cheese by killing off his followers on 
live TV. Oops, Tessa, do you mind?” She spit into the small metal trashcan Tessa kicked 
over to her. “Almost forgot to spit on his name.” 
 Cora tilted her head back and grunted. “I don’t think Frank will allow us to 
conduct human sacrifices inside Ted’s memorial city.” 
 “Wouldn’t hurt to ask… I mean, not human sacrifices, but something to spice it 
up around here,” Madie added. 
 “Lenin’s got Red Square, Elvis has Graceland and Ted’s got Necroburbia,” Tessa 









 That day he couldn’t avoid Necroburbia and drove right past it and even though 
he didn’t slow down or look over it didn’t matter, the memories of how it felt when he 
was seventeen and saw his first real dead person were summoned into the present 
moment; that fleeting taste of almost intangible sorrow, an ache in an inside place he 
didn’t know existed, an incarnation of mortality. 
It wasn’t the first body he’d seen; he’d been to a funeral once in the small but tidy 
funeral home in Fredericksburg, his grandmother laid out in the coffin. He’d flinched 
when his mother had pushed him toward the mountain of wreathed flowers with a harsh 
whisper to “pay your last respects to Grannie!” and he’d stood there looking down on 
what still looked like his grandmother and wondered what it was he was supposed to be 
feeling, or what his mother expected to him to pay when he had nothing to give. The face 
on the pillow had offered no clues so he stood there and stared and then walked away 
wondering what the fuss was about. He was eight. 
 Nine years later he stood in front of the remains of Ted Pella. Ever since he’d first 
heard the stories about a body, right there in the neighborhood, he’d been thinking about 
it. It wasn’t like he’d fantasized. First, it was impossible to tell who it was, even though 
he knew Ted, or had known Ted. After several weeks outside in the southwest Texas 
summer heat, the body was in bad shape, bones showing through the tattered flesh. 





sweat dripping down his face and looked at his friends without turning his head away 
from the wall that propped up Ted’s mortal remains. A sort of epitaph was scrawled on 
the wall in black marker. “Here lies Ted. He fell on his head.” 
 It was still and quiet; the constant buzz of traffic was muffled by the trees and 
dense undergrowth. The apartment complex was empty; the bayou had flooded it out 
early in the summer, the damage so extensive that all the residents had been relocated. A 
fence had been built around it to keep out vandals and vagrants, breeched almost as soon 
as it was completed. 
 The story he’d heard was that Ted had been killed by some heavy metal kids who 
were all into Satan worship and sacrifice, that they’d eaten the heart while listening to 
Venom and Slayer. But someone else had told him Ted was killed by Mexicans while 
trying to do a dope deal, and someone else said Ted had fucked around with some dude’s 
wife and got caught in mid-hump. He didn’t know what to believe; none of that seemed 
terribly important as he stood in front of what was left of his friend. 
 Now in his early forties, his memory was littered with mementos, from childhood 
on up. He had to admit that he’d lost more than he retained. Important moments: birth of 
his children, marrying his wife, college graduation, that one really crazy Nine Inch Nails 
show, losing his virginity to Nancy Mobud in her parents bed, the first time he 






 They hadn’t talked about it much, later that day, drinking beers in Rog’s car while 
they drove around looking for a place to toss the Frisbee. There was that hollow ache that 
hadn’t quite gone away. All three of them had thought some variation of “that could have 
been me” but no one voiced it aloud. The world outside the car didn’t seem to be synched 
up with inside, he had detached from the time line, reverse, fast forward, and slow motion 
where out of his control. The last time he’d seen Ted alive, they’d all been at a rave 
sometime in July, a plastered, perma-grin Ted bouncing on the balls of his feet just 
behind the beat, the Fontaine girl dancing nearby, her lips a swollen rose in the neon glow 
of the black light and pulsing strobes. 
 The guy in the front seat turned down the radio and repeated his question. “I said, 
do you think we should tell anyone about it?” 
 A decision had to be made, but why were they now both looking to him to make 
it, why was it up to him? They were no less culpable and just as qualified to answer that 
question, but he understood they would follow his lead even if he didn’t understand why. 
 “No, let someone else do it,” he’d heard himself say. The other two had nodded. 
That was that. 
 His boy was now a teenager, his girl right on the boy’s heels; she was eleven 
years old with colt legs and new found saucy attitude. For brief, hideous moments he 
could picture someone standing over the decayed corpse of one of his children, looking 
down for a while and then turning, walking away, a silent witness to a scene which was 





knew it was a long shot for his kids to end up like Ted, but statistically someone had to be 
on the receiving end of the vagaries of fate. Bad things happened to people no matter how 
much or how little they hoped and prayed it wouldn’t. 
 He was a religious man, of the Protestant strain, but like his neighbors and 
friends, fairly conventional and not given to over the top demonstrations of his faith. He 
attended a good church and read of the Bible, he believed America was built on Christian 
values and was in general a bit suspicious of anyone who hadn’t accepted Jesus as their 
Lord and Savior. His church opposed all the right things, even had an annual prayer-fest 
during the Temple’s unholy suicide telethon. He felt like he had a pretty good grasp on 
the nature of sin and the blessing of forgiveness. He never told anyone but God about 
what had happened that day they’d decided to drive over and check out all the rumors 
about a body. The detectives who had nosed around the neighborhood never got to him, 
he wasn’t subpoenaed, and he didn’t have to testify during the trial. 
 Houston was a big town, Texas a big state. He could have moved but hadn’t, he’d 
stayed put when his friends moved out to Sugarland, Tomball, or the Woodlands. After 
college he’d bought a house near where he’d grown up, torn it down and built an even 
bigger house on the lot. He liked Mellorland; he sent his kids to schools with ecumenical-
approved science curriculums, the parks were still adequate, the streets relatively safe 
even if the east side was showing signs of ethnic incursions and everyone knows crime 
would be going up with every new phô noodle shop or carnacería that opened where a 





 There were others like him, men and women he’d gone to school with who now 
owned houses in Mellorland and had children at Mellorland schools, with bills, 
responsibilities, and their secrets: rape, spousal abuse, molestation, incest, addiction; 
every vile inclination of the human spirit. In contrast, failing to report the death of his 
friend a quarter century earlier seemed trivial, almost laughable and yet he felt like he’d 
lived his life in the shadow of this offhand decision he’d made in the early fall of 1987, 
that he always strove to prove that he wasn’t that guy anymore. 
 Could one of those children of his friends be like Denny Wateka, or Charles 
Stroud, the two boys accused but acquitted of killing Ted Pella? In the end, since neither 
boy had been found guilty, it was unclear exactly what had occurred; certainly the stories 
of Mexican drug dealers or Satanic heavy metal freaks were nothing more than wild 
rumors. There were two versions of the event entered into evidence by the lawyers, one 
from each of the accused. Denny said both he and the Stroud boy did it; Charles said 
Denny acted alone and his only crime was helping Denny to cover it up. 
 The man didn’t know, or care, which one of them did it. Did it matter? He had his 
own part to play in this, guilt he’d carried with him since that day. His was less 
concerned with who killed Ted Pella that he was with avoiding the constant reminder in 










 Frank Pella got to his feet by degrees. His back creaked like an old tree every time 
he moved, and the knees and hips that once propelled him around the diamond like a 
jackrabbit sounded like popcorn makers. It didn’t matter; the body was merely the vessel 
and if it sprang a few leaks, well, he’d just have to bail faster until it sank. Time was not 
on his side, no it wasn’t. He’d squandered it, pissed it away, wasted time: on anger, on 
sorrow, on obsession with his little project. 
 Of course it was pointless; he wasn’t so naïve to think he’d had any impact on the 
people of the community, or the visitors who came to gawk at the freaky old man who’d 
built a place for the memory of his son to reside. Evil awoke in humanity long before 
Charles Stroud and Denny Wateka butchered Ted and would go on until the last human 
mind had rotted back into stardust. He didn’t need a preacher or guru to tell him that, it 
seemed damn obvious to Frank. 
 Now that he was vertical—and his head stopped spinning—he looked over his 
creation spread out around him. He’d been repairing for several hours, and fixed any 
number of accidents caused by careless footsteps, curious hands, and of course the 
occasional act of vandalism, which were sometimes quite clever but more frequently 
never rose above the level of simple and rude. 
 It was hard to hold a grudge; it had to be worked at, nurtured, cared for and 





wonders to soothe a person’s soul unless consciously repelled by highly illogical bursts 
of unfiltered hate. Over the years, Frank had summoned the necessary ill-will to fire up 
the old hate engine easily enough. It wasn’t even challenging when one of the two boys 
who killed his son was such a prominent—albeit controversial—member of the 
community. 
 Some days it was hard to remember Ted and Frank hated it but it was true, over 
the years his memories tended toward the selective. Ted in Madie’s arms soon after he 
was born, Ted toddling around the house with a sippy-cup clutched in his chubby little 
hands, too young to scream “FUCK YOU!” in his mother’s face and reduce her to harsh 
tears. Ted the little boy playing alone in the street, ignored by the other children because 
the Mellorland of the 1970’s didn’t know what to think of a kid with a black mother and a 
white father. Ted playing baseball, pitching a no-hitter in Little League and hardly 
breaking a sweat but afterward as they rode home in the car he’d cried and said he hated 
baseball. Ted’s bones, laid out in the morgue, the only time he saw them. 
 Frank pulled out a rag and wiped at his face. July already; it would only get hotter 
from here on out. 
 “Baskin Robbins, Good Company, Farrell’s Ice Cream Parlor on my birthday, 
James Coney Island, Eddie’s Pizza…” 
 “Oh, shut up,” Frank hollered. The voice, which had come from nowhere in 
particular, paused for a moment before resuming. 
 “Sammy’s the Lebanese place, Pancho’s, Lil’ Ceasers…” 
 Frank grabbed the handle on his bag of tools and started toward the concession 





 “I’m not paying any attention to you,” he shouted back over his shoulder. “Go 
back to wherever in the hell you came from!” 
 Frank would never admit that deep down his heart was filled with a special joy 
that some part of his son had returned from beyond the grave. If only what had come 
back to Mellorland had been something other than the empty sack of crap that did 
nothing but sit around and whine about what it could no longer eat, smoke, drink, or fuck, 
Frank would be more sympathetic toward it. After twenty something years of this dismal 
haunting, his patience had been gnawed to pieces. 
 The first manifestation occurred in 1992, soon after Frank had roughed in the first 
street layout and constructed a few buildings. He was alone; it was after the divorce to 
Madie and before he’d met Tessa. The site wasn’t as developed then, and it wasn’t open 
to the public. It was on a weekend; Frank was on his knees, checking sight lines, and he 
heard what sounded like Ted’s voice, reciting a list of snack foods. He looked around but 
there was nothing to see and Frank figured it had finally happened, sanity had decided to 
take a hike. 
 Then he turned around and there was Ted, dressed as he may have been the day 
he died. Frank did nothing for a long time, had been rooted to that spot, listening to Ted’s 
voice. But it wasn’t Ted, it couldn’t possibly be Ted; Frank’s concept of an afterlife 
didn’t include spirits that returned to haunt the living. It just wasn’t possible, despite the 
evidence right in front of him. There were no ghosts; so, he had to be crazy. Frank could 
accept that easier than some sort of spirit manifestation. 
 He tried talking; it ignored him, never answered, and never looked at him. Frank 





shut up with that voice that sounded like Ted but was empty and dull. Frank took a seat, 
watched and listened to the long lists of seemingly random things. When it showed no 
signs of going away, Frank had sighed and gone back to work. He’d looked up after a 
while and realized the voice, and the thing, were gone. 
 That established a pattern that persisted to this day. Twenty years of it had 
convinced Frank that he wasn’t crazy and he’d managed to raise a memory of Ted into 
tenuous, fleeting existence. The miracle of this was tempered by the unhappy reality of 
the complaining, annoying, and utterly uncommunicative shade. Frank had considered 
telling someone about it only to clam up every time he came close. 
 Frank reached the concession stand and dropped his bag. He could still hear, 
faintly, the sound of Ted’s voice. He reached up and killed the lights. 









April 20, 2002 
 
 Cliff turned and started to run just after the sharp crack of ball on wood. Frank 
completed his swing with a grunt and admired the arc of the ball as it rocketed out of the 
infield, tracing a graceful curve against the cloudless sky. Cliff got a good jump on the 
ball but Frank just smiled and waved his hand in the direction of the center field fence. 
 “Back, back!” he shouted. “You’d better run, boy!” 
 Cliff couldn’t hear the old man, he couldn’t hear anything after the crack of the 
bat; it was like someone pushed MUTE until the ball landed, either in his glove or on the 
ground. But while the ball was up there between earth and sky, there was nothing, not 
even the sound of his breath or heartbeat, as if the world could not proceed until the ball 
completed its journey. 
 Frank was tireless, a hitting robot. Cliff was in awe of the old man’s power and 
stamina. Frank swung an old, heavy wooden bat—because only girls and college pansies 
swing aluminum, he was fond of saying—in a compact circle and launched ball after ball 
into the thick Houston air. There was a bucket on its side between second and third, 
Cliff’s target whether he caught the ball or not. He got fifty cents for every ball that 
rattled the inside of the bucket, and fifty cents for every catch. Grounders weren’t worth 
anything but if he missed one, it was minus one dollar. A ball over  his head was 





 Frank started shagging flies with the boy when he found Lucy had signed him up 
for Mellorland Little League. She hadn’t bothered to tell him, of course; but he still knew 
a bunch of the league officials from his years as a coach. When he found out Cliff was on 
a team, he showed up one day with bucket of balls and that old bat. They’d driven up to 
B. Turner High School in a battered blue station wagon and Cliff got his first taste of 
Frank’s intense devotion to the most basic aspects of playing baseball. 
 Cliff turned and glanced over his shoulder and up into the air just once, never 
breaking stride while he got a bead on the ball. He had a chance with this one maybe but 
he wasn’t overly optimistic. The old man could put the ball just out of his reach with one 
of those smooth, effortless swings and Cliff swore Frank baited him with easy pop flies 
and line drives, drew him in toward the dirt, and then crushed one over his head. 
 His legs pumped, arm outstretched, the leather glove an extension of his body, 
and then the grass ran out and his cleats crunched on the warning track. As he took his 
next big running stride, he knew the wall was near and so was the ball, no longer a small 
dark spot in the sky but now a white projectile headed for one particular spot. 
Then someone turned out the lights. 
 Frank heard the thump of body on plywood all the way from home plate. He 
dropped his head to hide a quick grin before he put down the bat, picked up a water bottle 
and jogged slowly out to the center field fence where Cliff had crumpled. He hadn’t 
meant to drive that one all the way to the wall, and he was proud the kid hadn’t given up 
on it, but it was pretty damn funny all the same. As long as he hadn’t seriously hurt 






 Frank’s knees rattled a bit as he bent over the supine body, his hard hands hovered 
just over the young face. So much like Ted, only at a higher resolution; rough edges 
smoothed out, features sharper and more distinct. At twelve he was already lanky, like 
Ted had been, on his way to adulthood, when Frank sat in the stands as Ted flung the ball 
around the diamond like it was on a string and pounded the pitchers with every at bat, 
before the ugliness started. 
 “Cliff? Are you alive? Are you conscious? Did I just kill you or what?” 
 The boy spoke without opening his eyes. “Did I get it?” 
 Frank raised one eyebrow. “No, the wall got you. Hell of a try though. I thought 
you had it for sure.” 
 Cliff lifted his right hand up in front of his face, opened and closed the glove a 
few times. “I could have sworn I had it right there at the end. Ow.” 
 “Damn close, damn close. I guess we’re done for the day. How’re you feelin’ 
now?” 
 “I don’t know; how much money did I make?” 
 Frank pretended to add it up in his head. “I make it twenty bucks. Does that take 
the sting away a little? Sit up here, take a drink of this.” Cliff sat up and Frank turned him 
so he leaned against the green fence and handed him the bottle of water. Cliff shook off 
his glove and drank a little, then poured some on his face. He looked around. 
 “Where’s my cap?” 
 Frank dusted it off at handed it to the boy. Cliff pulled it on leaned his head back, 
a look on his face Frank couldn’t decipher but there was a nagging sense of déjà vu. They 





 “Did you ever shag flies with my father?” 
 Frank nodded. “Of course I did, when he was even younger than you.” 
 “Did he like it?” 
 He thought about it. “Not always. But he understood it was part of the process, 
how you got better. What about you, do you like it?” 
 “It’s okay, I guess; kind of boring.” 
 “And you’d rather be doing what?” 
 The boy shrugged and pulled his legs up so that his chin rested on his knees. “I 
dunno; playing video games I guess. Grandpa Frank, people say all kinds of things about 
you.” 
 “They do, huh? What kind of things?” 
 “Yeah, they say you’re crazy and you hate everyone.” 
 “What do you think?” 
 Cliff shrugged again. “I dunno.” Cliff’s t-shirt, damp and heavy, clung to his chest 
and arms. He picked at the material, pulling it off his skin. “Do you miss my Dad?” 
 Frank grunted. “Every day.” 
 “Even though ya’ll didn’t get along?” 
 “Who told you we didn’t get along?” 
 “Mom.” 
 “Your Mom is right in a way. Ted and I got along fine when he was growing up, 
he was a good kid, full of energy, liked to play ball and such. But we had our differences, 






“What do you mean, like what? Differences! I wanted him to finish school and he 
dropped out before graduation.” 
“Why’d he do that?” 
“I don’t remember; it had something to do with a band, they told him they were 
going on tour but I don’t recall them ever making it further than El Paso.” 
“I didn’t know he was a musician.” 
Frank laughed. “He wasn’t, Ted couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, but he could 
carry an amp case. He said he was the guitar tech or something but really he was just a 
roadie and there is no future in schlepping gear. Ted only heard what he wanted and he 
didn’t want to hear it from me. He was seventeen, so close to finishing; he told me school 
didn’t have anything to teach him and he hit the road.” 
“What happened?” 
“I have no idea, but when I saw that boy again, and this was months later, he 
looked like he’d been chewed up and spit out. He worked construction and moved around 
a lot after that; I didn’t see him much and when I did, it wasn’t nice.” 
“That’s too bad. Mom says he was nice.” 
“I’m sure he was! He was nice when he was your age.” 
“Mom says I look like him.” 
Frank nodded. “You do. How are you feeling? Can you stand up?” Cliff put out 
his hand and Frank pulled him to his feet. “You’re a tough kid, I think you dented the 
fence.” They walked slowly back toward the infield dirt. “But let’s not tell your Mom or 










 “You could have warned me about your Mom, dude,” Stella hissed with a quick 
glance in the direction of the bathroom; Lucy had just shut the door. Several weeks had 
passed since Cliff had seen her. Stella was decidedly less spiky; her facial hardware was 
gone, her hair tamed and she had the squinty-eyed, slightly dazed look of someone who’d 
spent quite a bit of the summer outdoors under the Texas sun. 
 “I thought I was plenty clear about the loud noises and such,” he whispered back. 
“You didn’t try to sneak out, did you?” The look on her face confirmed it. He leaned 
forward. “Were you injured?” 
 Stella made a face then held up her hand, forefinger and thumb an inch apart. 
“Yeah, she got me a little. She’s tougher than she looks and she doesn’t fight fair. And 
she can hear like, everything.” 
 “Welcome to my childhood,” Cliff nodded. “At least she didn’t take a shot at 
you.” 
 “Not yet! She’s had me out on her land. Did you know there are at least three 
different kinds of weeds that make me break out in hives? But we did launch anvils, 
which was cool. You totally didn’t tell me about the All-American Abductees, either. Or 
that some asshole named Ron Paul is like, right up there with Jesus around here.” 
 The bathroom door opened and Stella sat back on the couch. Cliff hid a smile 





into the living room and sat down in her chair. She looked at her son, in the house for the 
first time in years, and her summer project, and narrowed her gaze. 
 “You were talking about me. It better not have been seditious,” she warned as she 
cocked an imaginary firearm and pointed her finger at first him, then her, then back to 
Cliff, crooked her finger around the trigger and pulled. Cliff flinched. Stella watched this 
quick exchange with a studious stare. Lucy blew on the tip of her finger. “Sedition isn’t 
allowed on Friday nights.” 
 Cliff shot back. “Speaking of sedition, Stella was just mentioning the All-
American Abductees—the same bunch of right-wing gun nuts who hung out in the 
garage, telling alien abduction stories and getting wasted? Are they still coming around 
here?” 
 “Of course, where else would they go?” She waved her hands in the air. “Now 
that the Zetans have told us Ron Paul is their chosen human to run this country, we need 
a place to gather and strategize for the upcoming campaign. It’s time for America to wake 
up. It’s time to take the power back!” 
 Cliff sat back. “And you have a problem with me working for the Temple of 
Harmonious Change?” 
 “No, I have a problem with the asshole that runs the place and tricks people into 
killing themselves on live TV and somehow gets away with it because it’s a government 
sanctioned religious act of self-expression!” 
 “I bet Ron Paul is against the Temple, too.” 





Stella raised her hand from the couch. “Hey, this is fascinating in all kinds of 
ways but…” 
 Lucy looked at the girl and turned back to her son. “Right, it’s not like giving you 
the silent treatment for three years worked. At least you’re not wearing that hideous 
costume. Thank you for that.” 
 Cliff touched his shirt and shorts. “You’re welcome. You know it’s just a job, 
Mom, I only wear the uniform at work.” 
 “Just a job that will get you killed one of these days. I just know I’m going to turn 
on the news and Charlie will have convinced you to drink that death coffee crap and I’ll 
have to say I tried to get you to quit, to refuse that final promotion but you were just so 
dedicated to the job you wouldn’t listen to your own mother!” 
“Ms. Fontaine…” 
Lucy turned and snapped at Stella. “I’ll yell at him if I want, he’s being an idiot!” 
Stella looked pissed off but was doing a good job keeping it bottled up. 
Cliff started to speak but his mother cut him off. “No, now I’ve got be fair, I did 
invite you over here and I swore I wouldn’t lose my temper with you. And I did promise 
this young woman after our last titanic knock down fight that if she behaved I’d let her go 
out without me hovering all around. She’s been good since then and I’m a woman of my 
word, but I still don’t trust her further than I can throw her. Which we’ve established is 
about five feet, right Stella?” The girl nodded. “Go on and get yourself ready, then.” 
Stella grinned and jumped off the couch. Lucy waited until she was down the hall before 
she turned on her son. “Now listen to me, Cliff… you take her someplace nice. Like the 





 “What’re we supposed to do, then?” Cliff joked, but the look on her face killed 
his laugh. “Just trying for some levity,” he muttered. 
 “Curfew is the same as when you lived here,” Lucy added. “And I expect that you 
will conduct yourself like a gentleman, and I know you know how because I raised you 
up right.” 
 “I get it, Mom, she won’t come home fucked up and pregnant at seventeen.” He 
couldn’t stop the words once he thought them; they fumbled from his mouth and he had 
the feeling he was outside of his own body, watching a very realistic movie in which the 
main character always said the wrong sort of thing, with hilarious consequences.  
 “Like me, you mean?” The look on his mother’s face was one he’d seen many 
times growing up and past experience informed him that this would be a good time to 
drop whatever it was he was doing and get out of striking distance. As we watched, 
however, the hard, mean lines softened into something else, a weariness he’d rarely, if 
ever, seen on her. “She’s something else, Cliff; she’s flat worn me down. I think I’d 
rather go back and enlist, it would be less painful. I told you I wasn’t sure I was up for 
this.” 
 “How’d you get her to take out the body jewels and such?” 
 “I told her we could go see my guy at the tattoo parlor and have them removed or 
I’d sneak into her room at night and rip them out of her face with a pair of pliers.” 
 Cliff nodded. “See? That’s the Mom I know and love.” 
 “You will take care of her, right?” 
 “Christ Mom, I’m taking her to the mall, not selling her into white slavery down 





 “Just be careful, is all I’m saying. She’s come along nice and I don’t want her to 
relapse.” 
 “She looks like she’s doing fine. What was your plan, work her silly so she’d be 
too tired to sneak out?” 
 “I guess, yeah, if there was a plan. She’s just a kid.” 
 “And so were you; and so was I.” 
 “Don’t flatter yourself, you’re still a kid, you’ll always be a kid in my eyes. Don’t 
you get it? That’s why it hurts so much to know how close you are to him. Isn’t there 
anywhere else you can work, anywhere at all? Your grandfather is getting on in his life 
and he can’t keep it up forever.” 
 “So I’m supposed to what, go into the family business of mourning over someone 
I never met and didn’t know by maintaining that freak show up the road that’s caused me 
nothing but grief the whole time I’ve lived in Mellorland?” 
 “What are you talking about? Your grandfather has worked like crazy to make 
sure this town doesn’t forget your father!” 
 Cliff stood up. “The town has forgotten and moved on; it’s you and Frank who 
can’t seem to let it go. You ready?” Stella walked into the room, aware that she was 
breaking up another tender mother-son moment. 









 It was August 24, 1987; the last day of summer freedom and the last day of Ted 
Pella’s bumpy ride through life. 
He wanted to go to the beach but he and Lucy hassled about who was going to 
drive and in the end he told Lucy the truck wouldn’t make it there and back; they’d have 
to take her car if they wanted to go at all. He was jonesing for the beach, he hadn’t been 
all summer and now the summer—and his cash—were all but over. It time for him to find 
another job, slinging shingles or hanging sheetrock or framing or whatever; anywhere, 
that is, but here. Ted was done with Houston and double done with Mellorland. It’d been 
fun hanging out with Lucy, she was a cool chick, she liked to party and didn’t mind a 
quick fuck either, it was all good; but he had his reasons to be done with it all and move 
on. 
 New Mexico was on his mind. West instead of east or north; Oklahoma and 
Louisiana, he was done with them, too. Okies and Cajuns, he’d had enough of working 
with that shit. Even if the work was there he didn’t want to do it. He hated people who 
were all conviction and no ambition. He didn’t know how it got in his head that going 
west would be better but that’s what he was aiming for, if the truck would make it that 
far. At least the scenery would be different. 
 There wasn’t much to wrap up around town. He didn’t have a place to live and 





the best investment he’d ever made. He hadn’t worked in a few weeks but there was 
enough to cash to get around on. Ted wasn’t exactly a math whiz or anything but he 
could keep track of his cash and he knew what happened when the cash ran dry. People 
will do crazy things for almost nothing. 
 He’d talked her into the beach but Lucy still wasn’t thrilled. Ted didn’t 
understand her reluctance; she had a killer body. That boyfriend of hers was an idiot. 
He’d been gone all summer, on vacation with his parents. She’d never have been off 
Ted’s radar if she were his girl; too many older guys snooping around the high school 
girls, looking for easy pickings. The girls Ted’s age were alright, but most of them were 
undergrads at XYZ University majoring in the art of self-importance. 
 She was a cute one, no doubt, little Lucy Fontaine. Some nights, sitting up on a 
couch in yet another house of someone he barely knew, Ted thought about what would 
happen if he stuck around, got a steady job, and figured out a decent living situation. He 
could easily get Lucy to dump the boyfriend and take up with him instead. He fantasized 
about a home with her, anywhere but in Texas, far away from their families, where he 
could go to school and learn about something that didn’t involve swinging a god-damned 
hammer. 
 Ted could barely admit he wanted anything like that, like a normal life. He didn’t 
want Dad—Frank—to be right. Frank was always right. He’d told Ted over and over: 
stay focused, stay clean, stay in school, keep playing baseball, there’s plenty of time to 
get fucked up after high school or even college; you don’t have to do it all before you’re 
twenty-one! It sucked that he was kind of right about the school and the baseball and all 





During that summer with Lucy, Ted missed baseball for the first time since he 
was sixteen. Frank used to tell him, when Ted was a kid, that he had a shot at the big 
leagues and he believed it, at least for a bit. Ted ran faster, hit harder and threw quicker 
than anyone his age and some even older. The smell of infield dirt clung to him like 
perfumed clay, his skinned-up knees and elbows road marks of progress. Ted became 
addicted to arcane statistics and the paper labyrinth of baseball history. Frank took him to 
see the Astros play home games at the Eighth Wonder of the World, the Astrodome; 
they’d whoop and holler when a homerun lit up the gigantic scoreboard, an explosion of 
colored lights, digital bulls snorting out fireworks as Texas flags unfurled from their 
curved horns. 
 At sixteen Ted dropped acid for the first time and baseball became nothing more 
than a silly waste of time. Why chase a little white ball when he could have the 
Astrodome scoreboard going off in his head for hours on end? The repetitive motions 
he’d rehearsed for years, the mental investments he’d made to get inside the game, were 
rendered meaningless in the warped aftermath of the trip. His baseball career fizzled in a 
sizzle of LSD-drenched brain cells. 
 Lucy had never been to a game so that summer he took her to the Astrodome, the 
first time he’d been back in years. They’d watched Mike Scott pitch from the cheapest 
seats in the house, far above the action on the field. Ted sat there quietly, taking it all in, 
answering Lucy’s questions about the game with a blizzard of facts, stats, and historical 





 “You said you used to play, do you miss it?” she’d asked, feet propped up on the 
seat in front of her. The seats all around them were empty, the fans gone by the seventh 
inning as the Astros lost another one and fell even further behind in the playoff hunt. 
 He didn’t quite know how to explain the immense pull of the game he’d found so 
repellent a few years before. He was jealous of the guys who’d been scouted and were in 
the minors, one step closer to being called up, one step closer to his abandoned dream. 
 “Were you any good?” 
 “I thought I was, but now I’m not so sure what I was,” he’d said. At the end of the 
game he’d stood there and stared at the massive curve of the darkened scoreboard. Lucy 
didn’t know how to answer; Ted hadn’t said much about his parents but managed to give 
the impression it wasn’t good between them. Lucy didn’t press; she had her own 
problems, didn’t everyone? They barely spoke on the way home and she hadn’t brought 
up baseball again. 
She’d known for a few weeks she was pregnant. It was Ted’s and she wanted to 
tell him but knew Ted was likely to flee from the reality of it when he found out. It would 
be easier telling her parents; they’d be pissed off but at least they wouldn’t disappear. 
So it would be at the beach. If she drove, she was pretty sure Ted couldn’t run all 
the way back to Houston. 
After her parents left to play tennis at the club, she packed the car for a day at the 
beach: towels, a blanket, a cooler full of ice and drinks, a bag of chips. She’d already 
figured out that Ted wasn’t the kind of guy who thought about that stuff; he wouldn’t 
care if he showed up at the beach with no sunblock, swim shorts or sandals. Ted care for 





She picked him up outside of his current crash pad—he had a network of 
couches—and when he climbed in the car, he had some good news and some bad news. 
“I can get some weed and maybe some coke for free,” he said. “But we’ve got to 
swing by and pick up these two kids I know.” 
“What kids? How long is this going to take?” 
“Just some kids I met last summer. They’re waiting for us like three blocks over 
that way.” 
He didn’t bother explaining those kids were one of the good reasons Ted wanted 
to go west. Remember, people will do crazy shit when there’s a crimp in the cash flow. 
He knew Charlie Stroud was a thief when he agreed to help him last summer. Charlie and 
his friend Denny Wateka took most of the risks; Ted drove them around from house to 
house and kept lookout. He got twenty-five percent of whatever to remain willfully 
ignorant of any moral implications while Charlie and Denny did the breaking and 
entering. Somehow Charlie always knew when a house was ready to be plucked, when no 
one was at home, and the alarm code. Ted didn’t know where that info came from but it 
was rarely incorrect. 
 Not that there weren’t risks. After a few close calls, Ted got spooked and wanted 
out of it. They’d been pulled over once just after they’d hit a house, a total coincidence, 
but there he was, driving around at night with two teenage boys dressed all in black 
sitting next to him. Ted said it was his brother and friend, they’d been out late at a party 
and called me to come get them when they drank too much. The cop didn’t even give 
them a second glance, apparently looking for someone else to fuck with; Charlie and 





Prison, as it had been explained to him, was not the place for an extended stay. If they got 
caught, the worse they’d get was juvenile hall or boot camp; Ted was an adult and would 
do real time. 
 Then there was the thing with Charlie’s mother. Ted was never sure how much 
Charlie knew about what happened; he knew Charlie suspected something. She was a 
great lady; they had a lot of sweaty, sexy fun. She wasn’t the first lonely, frustrated older 
suburbanite who’d grabbed Ted’s nutsack and pulled him under. He’d popped his cherry 
with the lady next door, a wild woman from Alabama who banged the UPS driver three 
times a week but still had time to break in Ted. 
 Last year at this time it had all been so convenient; Ted had nowhere to go and 
Charlie’s parents were super cool about couch crashing. It was only supposed to be for a 
week; after that first week he made excuses to stick around a while longer; things had 
already gotten very interesting between with Katherine. Maybe he shouldn’t have done it, 
but he barely had a chance to protest; she’d plopped down on him in the middle of the 
night, and took care of both of them. She barely even spoke, and Ted was intrigued. So 
he hung out for a few more weeks and then things got weird and she told him he had to 
go. That was also the end of working with Charlie, which was fine. Ted moved out of 
state and a nearly a year went by before he ran into Charlie at the Larchwood Pool. 
 He was really happy to see Ted; they shot the shit and Charlie floated around the 
sure thing he was working. Charlie said he just needed a lookout if anyone showed up 
while he and Denny raided some condemned apartments for a drug stash. It sounded easy 





his truck was fucked up and Lucy would have to drive. Charlie didn’t like it but he didn’t 
have a car so there was no other choice. 
 They parked on a side street and left Lucy in the car, tight lipped behind the 
wheel. She leaned away when he tried for a kiss, her arms crossed; the bright bikini 
showing through the white t-shirt. Charlie and Denny stood on the grass watching; 
Charlie erased a smirk off his face when Ted stood up. 
She was mad, Ted knew, but she’d get over it once they were down in Galveston, 
toes in the sand. He’d roll her a doobie and they’d smoke it while wading in the waves 
and she’d forget all about the few minutes she had to wait in the street while the three 
guys snuck over the fence. 
 There was nothing to mark the last moment he saw her other than the heavy click 









 Charles’s office was near the apex of the pyramid, just below the clean burning 
propane jet that created the ten-foot flame shooting from the top. The harsh austerity of 
the office, all hard lines and brutal angles, had been carefully conceived by a fabulously 
expensive design firm. The first time Charles toured the whole facility and saw the space 
near the top he visualized a seat of power, a physical manifestation of his place in the 
Temple hierarchy. 
 The lighting and color scheme worked in harmony with the layout to 
simultaneously demoralize the person entering and empower the one behind the 
featureless metal plank of a desk. Hidden pheromone nodes and artfully sculpted 
soundscapes created an atmosphere of barely restrained elation around the desk; as 
visitors approached the desk, they felt a rising sense of excitement, like something 
amazing was about to happen. Behind the desk, Charles sagged in a temperature 
controlled, hand crafted chair that conformed to every contour and curve of his body.  
 Running the most hated business cult in Texas—winner for the third year in a row 
according to the Houston Press—wore him slap out. If someone had told him how much 
work he’d end up putting into this scam, he’d have sold the whole thing off and gone off 
to lose a week or two of his life in Vegas. It took every bit of charm and charisma he had 





 Being charming and effusively charismatic was nothing new. Charles didn’t know 
the source and didn’t care; he’d always had it. As a little guy, people liked him before he 
even opened his mouth. He looked like the hero in a Japanese cartoon; big eyes and a 
slender frame, perfectly tousled dark hair, snub of a nose above an easy smile. He tested 
high enough to be put in advanced classes and enjoyed the attention that came from being 
considered a smart kid. What he couldn’t get with a smile he got with guile. 
 When he got in trouble, his endless reserve of charm almost always deflected the 
punishment. Teachers, parents, other kids, no one was immune once he opened up his 
mouth and began his manipulations. It saved him from countless in-school swats and 
after-school ass kicking, and once kept him from spending a long, long time in prison. 
 It had taken years to build the business. He’d conducted a thorough study of past 
cult enterprises and decided to learn from past mistakes. In order to be successful—and 
Charles was all about long term success—he had to avoid the obvious pitfalls. The 
Temple of Harmonious Change didn’t assault the public with bombs or chemical 
weapons and they kept the suicides well below what would be considered mass suicide. 
Employees were allowed to have contact with their friends and loved ones. Charles 
studiously avoided the staple of both cults and the business world, sex with his 
employees/followers. He maintained a stable home and kept his home life separate from 
work. 
 He created the Temple’s business model by combining the money harvesting 
techniques of televangelists with the investment diversion of a Ponzi scheme, anchored 
by the brick-and-mortar spiritual bookstore/coffee shop in the first floor of the pyramid. 





supplicant. He offered health insurance at a modest rate, consistent salary increases, 
generous leave and vacation, all in a cheerfully totalitarian work environment. Adherence 
to the numerous Codices was enforced with ruthless efficiency, each color-coded level 
administering to the one below it. The Ultimate Promotion was in the earliest versions of 
the Codex, but it was years before Charles felt it was safe to put it into action. He hadn’t 
manufactured a money making empire only to have the employees quit in fear for their 
lives. Over time, behavior modification and top-down management pressure created a 
work force that accepted the Ultimate Promotion as one of those evils they were willing 
to commit in order to create some good. 
Charles invested in modernization and took full advantage of the information 
technology revolution. The network he’d built through the old mail and telephone system 
grew exponentially as computers and networking became commonplace. The Temple 
moved into new territories worldwide, opening virtual offices on every continent; it had 
to constantly expand or risk collapse. 
The inevitable collapse; when would that moment occur? Charles struggled to pin 
it down. Instinct told him this had been too good for too long. The numerous lawsuits and 
local friction with various religious groups were a drag on resources. There were 
computer charts on illustrating the steady decline in new investments and fiscal models 
forecasting continued instability; not surprising given the shifting balance of power in the 
global economy. He’d miss this office when the ride was over, the fascist interior design, 






But wasn’t the end the point of all rides? Charles was a child when AstroWorld—
the amusement park across the 610 freeway from the Astrodome—introduced a new 
roller coaster called Greased Lightin’. It was, by today’s standards, a simple ride; the 
track had no turns and only one loop. The two ends of the track were pulled up so that the 
train, after being rocketed through the loop, was stopped by nothing but gravity before 
hurling backward through the loop, through the station at full speed backward, up into the 
air on the back end and finally back into the station, descelerating with a hiss of air 
brakes. There were three moments of near weightlessness, at the apex of each end and at 
the top of the loop. 
Charles was there opening weekend and endured the dense maze of a line just to 
ride the metal beast for that first time. First times got better with age, and being tall 
enough to ride Greased Lightnin’ on that hot summer afternoon felt like he left childhood 
behind for a moment and entered a new world of adulthood. The station platform was 
barebones; years later the whole thing would have a thematic enclosure but on opening 
day it was very basic. Charles and his father climbed the wooden stairs, still in line, 
listening to the powerful slingshot zipping the train down the track and into the loop. 
Finally it was their turn. The black plastic seat was hot on his legs and as the padded bar 
lowered into position Charles took in the faces of those next in line, turned his head and 
saw the backs of the last stragglers from the previous turn moving to the exit, some lady 
laughing, high pitched and almost hysterical. 
Six fleeting seconds later, the train jerked to a stop exactly where it had just been 
and the bar lifted. For a long moment Charles couldn’t move, overwhelmed by an 





Lightnin’, he’d survived the journey and was now a different person than he’d been six 
seconds ago. He’d stepped from the car to the platform and rushed, without looking back 
to his father, to the end of the long, snaking line. 
Charles smiled at the memory. This was when hanging out with his father was 
still fun. After the trial, despite the acquittal, Charles discovered there was something 
between them that would never go away. There was a shame, and disappointment, but the 
worst was the fear on the older man’s face. He no longer trusted the child he’d raised and 
it hurt him in a way he couldn’t fathom was possible. He’d not just failed his son, and the 
family, but the community to which they all belonged. They never did reconcile before 
the accident. Charles could only imagine how much the old man would have hated the 
Temple of Harmonious Change and the Ultimate Promotion Telethon. 










 “Are you really taking me to a shopping mall?” Stella turned to face Cliff. They 
had just pulled out of the driveway of his mother’s house. 
 “The Galleria isn’t just a mall; it’s more like a mega pleasure palace built for 
flagrant consumerism. You’ll love it.” Cliff got the car moving in the right direction with 
only minimal gear grinding.” 
 “Cliff, you used to smoke pot, right?” 
 “What? Well…” 
 “Lucy told me you did.” 
 “Great! What else did she tell you?” 
 Stella shrugged. “Basically your whole life history, only, slightly rewritten I think 
for my ears.” 
 “Wonderful.” He pulled out onto the main street and turned right, toward the 
highway. “What’s that got to do with smoking pot?” 
 “It’s about me wanting to get high in the worst way.” 
 Cliff was shaking his head before she got the entire sentence out. “Forget that shit, 
Lucy Fontaine might be my mother but she’d cut off my ears if you got high on my 
watch. I happen to be fond of my ears.” 
 “Look man, I know where there’s a party tonight. It’s right here in the 





 “How the hell would you know about a party? You don’t have a phone and 
you’ve been on lock-down since you got here!” 
 “We were in the grocery store and the bag boy slipped me a flier.” 
 “What makes you think there’s going to be weed there?” 
 She snorted and pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of her jeans. “Yeah, the 
flier has a giant pot leaf on it and the party is called Mellorland Hempfest 2012: 
Bongpocalypse NOW!  Now what do you think the odds are?” 
 “Oh shit, they’re still doing that?” Cliff chuckled. “Is the address on Leonard 
Street?” 
 Stella checked the flier. “Yeah, that’s it. Come on, Cliff, what do you say?” 
 “I say no, no how and no way. Jesus, Stella, you can hold out for a few more 
weeks until you go back to Ohio; it’s not like your sweating out a coke habit… you’re 
not, are you?” She shook her head, folded her arms and looked out the window. “Oh 
great, now you’re going to pout?” She didn’t answer, only turned slightly so that most of 
what he saw was shoulder. “Super. Oh and what the hell is this?” 
 He jammed on the brakes and Obi-Wan Toyota shuddered to a stop, the red brake 
lights of the car in front of them filling the windshield. Behind them, a whole column of 
traffic came to a stop. Cliff strained against the seatbelt, trying to see why they’d stopped. 
There was no way to turn around; they were on a long stretch of uninterrupted parkway 
on the backside of Lucy’s neighborhood. 
 Cliff slumped in the seat. “I don’t know, must be a wreck or something,” he 





 Stella shrugged but said nothing. After a minute, Cliff punched the old fashioned 
analog buttons on the radio, quickly running the gamut of Houston commercial radio 
without settling on any one station and then turned it off. They sat in silence until Stella 
piped up. 
 “What did you mean when you said they’re still doing that? Are those friends of 
yours or something?” 
 He rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand.  “Yeah, something like 
friends… doper friends. I haven’t seen that crowd in a couple of years, not since I got my 
shit together. Not since I started working at the Temple and they put me through rehab so 
I could deal with my little meth habit. But I’m sure Mom told you all about that too.” 
 She glanced at him. “She mentioned it. That’s nasty shit, huh?” 
“The nastiest shit ever and hard as hell to kick.” 
“Then why’d you do it in the first place, smart guy?” 
“Why does anyone do anything when it comes to shit like that? I tried it, I liked it, 
and somewhere along the way I lost what was left of my soul. You do speed, Stella?” 
 She nodded. “Yeah, I’ve done it. It’s hard not to, not when the Ecstasy tabs back 
home are all cut with meth these days.” 
 “That’s fucked up. If I wanted to trip on X, the last thing I’d want is the cheap 
burn meth.” 
 “Drive me to the party.” 
 “No.” 
 She grabbed his arm. “Dude, what is it with you? I’m not asking for all that much. 






 She threw her hands up. “Okay, I officially do not get you. You don’t want to get 
any chances, you don’t want to get high, you don’t want to see your old friends, and you 
don’t want a hummer. You are, like, the most miserable, boring fucker in this miserable, 
boring fuck-ass town. Fuck Texas and fuck you.” She unsnapped the seatbelt and popped 
open the car door. 
 “Hey! What the hell!” 
 She was out of the car before Cliff could get his brain to jump start his arms, out 
of the car and slammed the door as he reached for her. Stella leaned down and an 
unexpected smile darted across her face. 
 “I’ll be back before curfew; maybe she’ll let you keep your ears.” She waved and 
ran. 
 “Crap! Damn it, come back here! Stella!” Cliff shouted as he fumbled first with 
unbuckling the seatbelt and then with the door. As he jumped from the car, he was very 
aware that everyone stuck on the road behind him had a front row seat to his sudden 
family drama. He hit the sidewalk running; she didn’t have that much of a lead and he’d 
always been fast. 
 But as he ran, on his left, the traffic jam was breaking apart, cars were moving, 
and from his back came an angry chorus of horns and muffled shouts. His keys were still 
in the car, the engine running, the door wide open. He slowed to a stop and she pulled 
away, a flash of pale flesh when she glanced over her shoulder; he turned and jogged 
slowly back toward the car, ignoring the pissed-off shouts from the people stuck behind 





 Cliff slammed the door shut and put the car in gear. 










 After those childhood visits to the hospital, Cliff promised inside to never, ever 
speak of Ted again as all he got was grief. Being the victim of a haunting was stressful; 
there was the lost sleep, the creeping possibility of insanity, and the metaphysical 
dilemma it created for an avowed atheist to have a supernatural agent perched on the 
edge of his bed. The infrequent hauntings never really stopped, but there had been long 
stretches when Cliff dared to hope that Ted’s annoying spirit-manifestation was really 
gone… only to be pulled awake by that vague sense of dread and the dull monotone of 
Ted’s rote list of complaints. 
 On rare occasions Ted would break out of the routine and address Cliff in a more 
direct manner, as he did the first time they met. There was no pattern to these rare 
moments of clarity, and it wasn’t like Ted imparted great secrets from beyond the grave; 
but it was a chance to have an almost normal interaction, if such a thing were possible 
when speaking with a ghost who knew nothing after August 23, 1987. 
 “Do you know that you’re dead?” Cliff asked once when he was thirteen and Ted 
was in a coherent mood. 
 “I don’t understand.” 






 “Well what do you remember?” 
 “I don’t know. I miss the beach, sand between my toes, the smell of salt on the 
air…” 
 Exchanges of that nature did nothing to endear Cliff to this residue of his father. 
Cliff wanted more from this; he wanted to get to know this person he’d only seen in a 
handful of photographs and grainy video. The realization that this would never happen 
didn’t come at once, but gradually set in with each disappointing encounter. 
 Cliff was at times desperate to tell someone but by then he had a better 
understanding of the treatments he’d endured as a youth and was even more afraid of 
what would happen if he came clean. He came close to telling his grandfather Frank a 
few times, tested the waters by asking the old man if he believed in spirits and ghosts. 
Frank would look away and then say no, he didn’t believe in much of anything. Cliff 
didn’t press the issue but he wondered what Frank would say if he could hear Ted 
whining in the night. 
 High school came and went, blurred by Cliff’s discovery of low-grade 
pharmaceuticals, booze, and sex. In that four year span, Ted’s nighttime visitations all but 
ceased and this was a welcome relief after so many years. He graduated in 2006, three 
months after he turned eighteen; it was a glorious night. Hours before the graduation 
ceremony he and his friends dropped acid and giggled helplessly through the whole thing. 
Cliff stumbled across the stage, sparks shooting from his dilated eyes, the green robes of 
his classmates shimmering like a verdant ocean. He accepted his diploma and when he 





 “Three choices: enlistment, enrollment, or employment,” she said. “You can stay 
here only if you accept one of those three options.” Lucy had served in the Army during 
Gulf War One, and if it were up to her Cliff would be in the infantry. In fact several of his 
friends had already made the commitment, with thoughts of college money after a few 
years in the service, even if it meant rotating into the twin shit storms of Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Cliff wasn’t so sure. He’d grown up in an America that had been at war in 
one form or another since he was two years old and yet he had no real idea why the 
troops were still over there and was in no hurry to join them and risk being blown apart 
by a roadside bomb. 
 He’d been accepted at Houston Community College and could start in the fall but 
he wasn’t entirely sold on that route either. Cliff enjoyed the social aspects of school 
more than the academic; he graduated from high school a literate and computer-savvy 
consumer, satisfied that what he didn’t know he could look up on the Internet. This was 
the expected route; Lucy said she regretted not going to college and tried to instill in Cliff 
some desire to continue his education. 
“If you won’t serve your country, go get the damn degree, it doesn’t matter what 
it’s in! It’s a leg up on the rest of morons out there. Listen, the jack-nuts who hire people 
just want to see that you could navigate the academic maze and they don’t care about 
anything else. It’s training for the rest of your life. You’ll be struggling with some form 
of hostile bureaucracy from now on. Your job, the IRS, insurance companies, health 
benefits… and God forbid if you ever have children and have to keep up with their 





money in a savings fund for him, four years of in-state tuition; this was the carrot to go 
along with the liberally applied boot. 
As far as employment, he’d been a part-timer in the food services industry, lasting 
long enough to know that kitchen work was one foot in a grease encrusted hell. He’d also 
tried to work construction one summer and didn’t even collect his first paycheck; after 
one week he never went back. The threat of full-time work was just enough to drive Cliff 
toward the academic option; after much indecision he registered for a couple of classes in 
the fall. 
 Cliff dared to think he had achieved some version of normalcy; and then, like a 
tornado of fire, Leah Halifax and her endless baggies of meth swept into his life. They 
were introduced by mutual friends at the Family Values Tour when it pulled through 
Houston in early August of 2006. Cliff had steered clear of speed in all forms, preferring 
the internal lightshow of hallucinogens to the knives-in-the-bloodstream rush of crystal 
meth. A few nights with Leah and his outlook began to change. She had him by the balls 
and the drug had him by the neurons. Any semblance of a normal life he’d managed to 
generate crumbled under the relentless assault of amphetamine powder. All other drugs 
fell out of favor and he concentrated his energy and money on staying tweaked.  
 Of all the terrible, awful, miserable things that happened to him during that time, 
the absolute worst was the return—with a vengeance—of Ted Pella’s ghost. Any night 
that Cliff was alone, Ted was likely to appear, gibbering endlessly about all that he’d lost. 
Cliff began to dread sleep and would avoid it for as long as possible, until his brain 





unconsciousness. Desperate to rid himself of this supreme nuisance, he confessed to Leah 
he was the victim of a haunting. 
 When she finally stopped laughing, she began a relentless teasing campaign she 
kept up until the last time he saw her. 
 On his twenty-first birthday, he’d been awake for days keeping the ghost at bay. 
The night of the party Leah threw for him, involuntary spasms and muscle contractions 
he’d ignored for months became so fierce he lost control of his body and experienced, for 
the first time, an intense and debilitating seizure. 
 Cliff regained consciousness in a hospital bed and someone he didn’t know had a 
grip on his hand. 
 “Welcome back, my friend,” said the handsome, dark skinned man. 
 “Who the hell are you?” Cliff rasped. Every muscle in his body creaked. 










 Cherry Hinton shook her head violently to the beat blasting from the living room; 
the band, Roy and the Skinjobs, knew how to play a house party with just the right 
balance of volume and respect for local noise ordinances and still get the whole place 
jumping. They were killing it tonight, and Mellorland Hempfest 2012: Bongpocalypse 
NOW! was on the verge of achieving legendary party status. Three or four people were 
drooling on themselves, there had been an overly enthusiastic demonstration of 
immolation involving a couch cushion; at least one couple was currently fucking in the 
parent’s bedroom; and in one corner of the living room a six foot long water pipe 
equipped with a blower—the Bongpocalypse —was obscured by clouds of billowing pot 
smoke. 
 “Fuck I’m glad I didn’t have this at my house,” she laughed. “What a disaster.” 
Cherry teetered a bit and reached out to steady herself against the wall. 
 “Whoop, look out there, honey… hey hold this for me, gorgeous, I’ll be right 
back.” An unopened beer can appeared in her hand and the guy disappeared down the 
hall toward one of the bathrooms. 
 Cherry looked at the red and white can. In her purse was a hit of ecstasy and she 
wasn’t going to be taking any more tonight. “Shit, why not, this could be fun,” she said 
mostly to herself. She produced a small box from her purse and shook a white pill out 





She walked toward the front entrance, very unsteady on her feet but maintaining just well 
enough to stay mobile. 
 By the time he got there, Cliff was forced to park the car almost at the end of the 
block and walk up to the house. From the outside, the house was admirably subdued; 
clearly they’d learned a few lessons in the art of bust-free partying, even though he could 
hear a band working out. Just as he walked onto the porch, the front door swung open and 
the noise from inside burst into the night; two guys almost ran him over on their way out 
the door, one of them clutching a hand to his mouth. 
 If Stella was in there, and he had no reason to think she wasn’t, Lucy was going to 
know about it because somehow she had the uncanny ability to know when he was in 
trouble. He’d driven around the neighborhood a few times hoping to catch her before she 
got there, but Stella was not going to be taken down that easy. 
 He pushed the door open and stepped inside just as the band hit the end of a song, 
Roy collapsed to the ground like he always did, jumped back up and acknowledged the 
ragged cheer from the sodden crowd. He shut the door behind him. 
“Don’t I know you?” The young woman stood in the short front hall, and she 
blinked as she studied him. “Cliff, right? Cliff Fontaine.” 
 “Hi. I’m sorry, I don’t remember you.” 
 “Cherry Hinton. We went to the same high school, you dork. You dated my friend 
Leah.” 
 “Okay, fine, I remember you. Listen, I’m looking for a young girl, she’s staying 
with my Mom and she gave me the slip earlier tonight. She’s got short dark hair, cute in a 





 The woman raised her eyebrows. “You’re mother isn’t here, is she?” 
 “No?” 
 “Oh thank God, I remember her, she was scary and a crazy bitch. No offense.” 
 “Yeah, that’s okay, I get that a lot. Leah isn’t here, is she?” 
“Oh hell no, didn’t you hear? She’s in jail down in Galveston.” 
“Why… no wait, I really don’t care, I’m just looking for this girl, she’s supposed 
to be down here drying out but she had this flier for the party and she ditched me when 
there was some sort of wreck and I can’t go home without her my Mom will have me 
impaled in the front lawn.” He sputtered to a stop, suddenly aware he was gasping just a 
little. 
Cherry put her hand on his arm. “Hey Cliff, you look like you could use a beer.” 
 “I do?” 
“It’s a party, man… have a beer while you look around for your girlfriend?” 
Cherry thrust it toward him. “I just cracked it open and don’t want it, it’s cold and it 
shouldn’t just go to waste, right?” 
 Cliff took the beer but had no intention of drinking it. He hadn’t exactly been 
stone sober since he went through rehab; there was whatever was in the Flavor Aid at the 
Temple, for instance. But he was pretty sure he’d lost whatever taste he once had for 
cheap beer. 
 The party was at a subdued roar. As Cliff stood there and watched, he was aware 
that he was getting looks from around the house; there were several old friends here, 
friends he’d known since high school and before, like the sweaty guy who walked up to 





 “Cliff?” Asked Roy, lead singer of the Skinjobs. “Holy shit, what are you doing 
here? I heard you joined a cult or something, man!” 
 “It’s not a cult, it’s just a job.” 
 Roy laughed. “That’s what they all say. You’re looking good, Cliff, I almost 
didn’t recognize you, all healthy and shit!” 
 “Thanks, it’s the non-meth diet, it did me wonders.” 
“Oh, yeah?” 
“Yeah… listen Roy, I’m just looking for this girl, she’s down here staying with 
my mother for the summer.” He paused and then continued when he saw the look on 
Roy’s face. “No, my mother isn’t here, actually.” 
 “Thank God for that. Good look finding anyone in here on purpose, Cliff,” Roy 
grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. “Great to see you, stick around for the last set, 
we’re gonna destroy. Trust me.” 
Cliff nodded and moved into the heaving mass of the party. A hundred tiny but 
loud conversations swirled around him. He nodded his head and smiled a half dozen 
times before he’d gone ten feet, shook a few hands. Someone raised a beer in his 
direction. 
 “Cheers, Cliff. Good to see you, dude.” 
 “Yeah, cheers.” Another beer lifted in his direction. He raised the beer in his hand 
and they clicked the cans together. 









 For two and half years in had been party on and then it was switched off and the 
ride came to an abrupt and painful end. Cliff heard “lucky to be alive” enough to wonder 
if he really was lucky, or if it would have been better for all involved if he’d cashed out 
on the living room floor. The diagnosis was indeterminate. Everyone except Cliff 
believed the seizure was related to abuse of meta-amphetamines. He was one day past his 
twenty-first birthday and in Mellorland General, the same hospital where he’d been born. 
 It reeked of efficient cleanliness and was afflicted with ceaseless noise. There 
were visitors, the few people Cliff had not alienated on his downward spiral. His mother 
stopped by and reminded him who was footing the bill for his selfish behavior. 
 “Tell me you’re done with that girl,” she scolded. “Nothing but poison; she’s 
destroying you and you’ve got to get away from her. Do you understand that? You’ve got 
a serious problem, Cliff. You’re my son. I don’t expect you to understand this, but it hurts 
beyond all reason to have to come to this place and see you looking like death over easy. 
I don’t know what you’re thinking right now because you just sit there looking at me like 
I’m a fucking idiot for caring so much. Say something, act like you can hear me, 
goddamn it!” 
 Cliff didn’t know what to say. He nodded frequently while Lucy railed at him. 
She had the ability to talk sternly without pausing or taking a breath for minutes at a time; 





 repeating herself. Yet she always cycled back to his girlfriend Leah—the girlfriend he 
hadn’t seen since the derailed birthday party. She hadn’t come to visit and he was starting 
to wonder why not. 
 “She doesn’t care about you, if she did, she’d be by your side but has she even 
called? Has she visited you? No she hasn’t and that’s because she doesn’t really care 
about you at all, there was never anything there, she’s just a user of people and she’s 
drained you of life.” 
 He continued to not know how to answer so he kept quiet except to give her 
scattered grunts of acknowledgement to give some semblance he was paying attention. 
Cliff struggled to stay focused; there were broken pieces inside preventing him from fully 
engaging. 
 Cliff never thought about meth as a problem, or drugs in general as a major issue, 
it was just something he did like eating pizza or playing video games. Booze was normal. 
Smoking pot was commonplace, almost boring; old people from the eighties smoked pot. 
He liked tripping on shrooms, X or LSD but there was a point of diminished return with 
the hallucinogens; the cortex could only take so much before the mental walls caved in. 
Most of his friends gobbled prescription drugs like it was Halloween in the psych ward 
but Cliff never developed a taste. He didn’t know many people who were into speed 
when he graduated but that changed just before his first semester at Houston Community 
College. 
 It was beyond hot that August night in the Woodlands; a huge crowd covered the 
grass hill behind the covered seating of the outdoor pavilion. They’d been there for 





cacophonous dirges upon the crowd. Cliff was with several friends from school and as 
they sat on slope, Leah Halifax stumbled into his back and so into his life. As she 
apologized for running into him, one of his friends recognized her and introductions were 
made; she ended up sitting with them. 
Leah stunned him from the start; blond curls and a savage sense of humor, petite 
but powerful. Much to his friends chagrin, Leah glued herself to Cliff for the rest of the 
night. He was secretly pleased; this kind of thing happened to other dudes, not him. When 
she handed him the bullet snuffer he almost didn’t ask what it was. 
“Nazi marching powder,” she grinned. 
At first he wasn’t impressed. It burned going up the nose in a way coke didn’t, 
less of a powder and more like snorting ground up hard candy. He was already drunk and 
didn’t think he would notice a bump or two. A few minutes later he started to think 
maybe there was something to this speed shit. The stage seemed unusually far away, the 
musicians barely distinguishable from the set under the intense light show. Cliff was 
mesmerized by a massive pair of eyes projected onto a screen above the drummer, he 
couldn’t shake the idea that they were zeroing in on him all the way from the stage to the 
cheap seats on the hill. A glow grew from somewhere deep inside, rushed out from his 
core and broke across his skin; he felt suddenly cool in the sweltering Texas summer 
heat. 
Leah snuggled against his chest. Cliff surged with power and confidence. On 
stage the headliner Korn sprayed the first few rows with a water hose before the haunting 





crowd surged and empty space opened as mosh pits sprang back to life. She pulled his 
head down toward her face. 
“Do you have someplace we can go?” 
“Yeah, but do you have a car?” 
“Yes.” She turned to his friends. “Don’t worry boys, I’ll take him from here,” she 
said and pulled him through the crowd toward the exit. She told Cliff weeks later that 
she’d come with a date and had stranded him out in the Woodlands, a long way from 
home. 
They spent the rest of the night in a nearly empty back room, sharing the rest of 
her snuffer. The house was owned by some people in Florida who let their son live there 
while he went to University of Houston; another one of Cliff’s high school friends. 
Toward dawn they slipped into sleep on a single-wide futon, holding each other. She 
shivered in his arms as the cool air from the vent washed over them. It was a hell of a 
first night together, and in retrospect, probably one of the best. 
 “Are you even listening to me? Cliff! What’re you thinking about, boy?” Lucy’s 
voice cut through the persistent replay of that first night with Leah. 
 “When am I going to be discharged?” 
 “Another day or so; Dr. Turner wants to keep you plugged in to all this diagnostic 
crap to make sure you’re okay… and to run up the bill, if you ask me.” 
 “I want to see Leah.” 
 Lucy sat back and crossed her arms. “Why, so you can get more meth?” Cliff 
made a face and she whipped a finger in his direction. “This has gone on long enough. 





now is the French Foreign Legion. Do you have any idea… no, you wouldn’t, you don’t 
give a shit about anyone but yourself.” 
 “I’m not an addict.” 
 “Prove it.” 
 He only snorted meth, so he couldn’t be an addict. He never smoked it, mainlined 
it, or shoved it up his butt. That made it okay, that he had control over his intake method. 
It still burned when it went up his nose but never so bad as that first time. He hardly did it 
during the week, when he smoked pot and drank a few beers; on the weekends he’d snort 
a few lines with Leah and that was about it. Except for when he needed a little bump at 
mid-week, or a kick start on Monday, which left at least two days out of seven he wasn’t 
snorting and he could only be an addict if he did it every day. 
The seizure though; that was different. That didn’t happen every day. In fact it 
had never happened before and now that he had a second to think about it, losing control 
and consciousness, spazzing on the floor while Leah and company sat there giggling 
before someone finally called dialed 911; that had been decidedly unpleasant. Maybe 
even worse than unpleasant, if he really thought about it; he was, after all, in a hospital 
hooked up to a heart monitor. If he wasn’t addicted, what the hell was he doing here? 
“Mom… now wait a minute, who the hell are you?” A young black man sat where 
his mother had been. 
“Not your Mom, my friend. Remember me? Karl, from the Temple of 
Harmonious Change.” 





Karl picked at an imaginary thread on his perfectly pressed Temple uniform. 
“Your mother is giving up on you, Cliff. She’s at the end of her twine. She’s going to 
kick you out of the house sooner than not.” 
“What? No she’s not, what the hell do you know, leave me alone.” 
“Ever thought about getting off the endless treadmill of self-destruction, Cliff? 
Did you even know there is a way out?” 
“Treadmill of… who the hell are you, man? What do you want? How did you get 
in here?” 
Karl Childress stood up, towering over the thin young man in the bed. As he 
spoke, he placed a business card on the wheeled tray. “I’m leaving now but while I’m 
gone, think about how it would be if that feeling you’re trying so hard to ignore went 
away.” By the time Cliff opened his mouth to reply Karl had turned on his heel and 
stepped out of the room. 









The scene at the door with Roy was repeated with slight variations as Cliff 
negotiated the heaving mass of stoners, slackers, neo-hippies and assorted degenerates. 
He endured the bro-hugs and back slaps, high-fives and fist bumps as he ran into friends 
he hadn’t seen in several years; it was cool to see these people again but he was slightly 
preoccupied. 
“Have you seen Stella?” he asked over and over as he searched for her face in the 
crowd. The wide eyes and happy smiles turned to puzzled looks and head shakes all 
around; no one knew anything. He had to find her and get her back to his Mom’s house, 
preferably before the booby traps were set. What if she hadn’t come to the party at all but 
had faked him out yet again? He pictured her roaming the Friday night streets; he knew 
he’d be blamed and punished if anything happened to her, a thought that should have 
chilled him to the bone. But instead of being terrified, he felt an odd sense of warm calm.  
Cliff talked his way through the whole house, out into the backyard where a keg 
sat in a garbage can full of ice beneath a giant live oak. More people he knew, drinking 
beer in red plastic cups and none of them knew Stella. 
As he moved from group to group, the tracers started, his fingers leaving behind 
repeated ghostly finger images, a stuttering of reality. He stopped talking and waved his 
hands in front of his face. Someone laughed. 





“I only drank a beer,” he muttered as his hands made smooth patterns in the air. 
The open beer he’d accepted from Cherry’s hand when he’d walked through the door. 
Cliff blinked hard. What if she’d dosed him? It was crass and rude but not unknown, 
especially with date rape drugs like roofies or Special K. Only this didn’t feel like 
tranquilizers. He sat down in a nearby lawn chair to assess what condition his condition 
was in, as they say. 
Short warm waves rolled up his spine. Everyone standing around the keg had a 
special glow that came from inside and he knew without looking he glowed as well. 
Cigarette smoke drifted through the porch light, patterns and faces sliding into and out of 
existence in the spiraling particles of burnt tobacco leaf floating in the humid night air. 
The warm calm seeped into every crevice of his body and every plant in the backyard 
glowed with that special inner light. 
“Uh-oh,” he whispered. 
Cliff had liked these sensations at one point in time, even craved the delightful 
separation that came from hovering just on the outside of reality. That had been before 
his own special medical emergency, jerking and twitching on the living room floor, his 
muscles hijacked by crystal meth, before the brief hospitalization, before Karl left his 
Temple card at his bedside; before the soul crushing agony of withdrawal, his serotonin 
levels wrecked, before the debilitating depression; before Leah called him that one last 
time; before he’d been through the Temple-sponsored rehabilitation, before his mother 
freaked out about him working for Charles Stroud and threw him out of the house. Before 
he vowed to stay off the path of self-destruction and live a relatively sober life, even if it 





Seated in the shadows on the edge of the roof, Stella Link quietly watched Cliff 
sit in the lawn chair, occasionally moving his hands in front of his face but mostly staring 
at the big oak tree she’d climbed when she saw him get waylaid at the front door. Any 
hope she had that he would give up and just go away was fading with the creeping 
suspicion that the uptight jerk-wad was tripping his damn balls off. 
Below Stella and just out of her sight, Cherry Hinton opened the sliding glass 
door and stepped on to the porch, staggering ever so slightly. Inside, Roy and the 
Skinjobs had strapped on their guitars and started up the drum machine. Cherry made her 
way across the porch, almost falling when her heel stuck in a space between the boards. 
She reached out and steadied herself on the back of Cliff’s lawn chair, patted him on the 
top of the head, and headed for the foaming keg where a young man was being held 
upside down while sucking on the tap. 
Stella’s hand flew to her mouth as Cliff leapt from the lawn chair, sending it 
spinning across the porch, and spun the girl around. 
“You! What did you do to me!” Cliff shouted in her face. 
Cherry’s head lolled from side to side; for a moment she thought the two hands 
grabbing her shirt was yet another in the series of acute hallucinations she’d enjoyed that 
night. 
 “Did you dose me? Did you dose me?” Cliff yelled, and started shaking her. 
“What am I on?” he hollered. “Why would you do that, Cherry?” 
 “Hey man, what’s your problem?” Several guys walked over and shoved 
themselves between the two. 





“Get that asshole out of here!” 
 Cliff wriggled against the restraining arms and kept yelling as they dragged him a 
short distance away. He shook off the hands and turned toward the angry faces 
confronting him. 
 “Now wait a second, hold on here, I’m sure everyone thinks I’m a big jerk right 
now, but I think if we’d just step back for a moment and look at this from a bigger 
picture, you know, from a higher elevation as it were, I think ya’ll would have to agree 
that we’re all working toward the same goal, right?” Cliff jabbered at the ring of 
accusers, his hands out of his direct control, carving up the air in front of him. “Has 
anyone seen this girl named Stella? I really, really got to find her, I mean, it’s a matter of 
national security and such, and time is of the essence, if you understand me,” he pleaded 
with them, somewhat amazed his mouth was capable of speech. He kept waving his 
hands and talking up a storm of nonsense. 
 Angry faces smoothed into grins and laughter. 
 “Oh my God, is that Cliff Fontaine? What’s wrong with him?” 
 “I think he’s tripping on something.” 
 “Cherry, what’ve you done to this poor bastard, don’t you know he was in rehab 
or something?” 
 The young woman grinned and giggled. “How was I supposed to know? It was 






 While this scene unfolded below her, Stella about fell off the roof when a shrill 
siren cut through the air, and the dark leaves of the tree reflecting flashing red and white 
lights. She scrambled up to the ridge and peeped over the top. 
 The first guy who flung open the back door took a second to shout, “It’s the 
cops!” but the ones on his heels streaming into the backyard didn’t waste their breath as 
they headed for the fences. Cliff stepped left and was nearly bowled over; he moved right 
and someone bashed into him, knocking him down. He stood up and put his back to the 
tree, not sure if he should try to get away or stay and look for Stella. 
 “Hey you goofy bastard!” someone hissed at him from above. Cliff looked up and 
Stella’s was extended down in his direction. “Get your ass up here before you get 
busted!” He turned, grabbed the proffered limb and swung into the waist thick lower 
branches. 
 “Where the fuck have you been?” he almost shouted, but she waved him off and 
scrambled higher into the tree. He followed as quickly as he could; she dropped lightly 
down onto the roof and steadied him when he landed. Stella put her finger across her lips 
and motioned that they should scoot under the canopy that overhung the roof as quietly as 
possible. They squatted next to each other. 
 Stella whispered, “This is your town, what are the cops like around here?” 
 “They usually just bust up the party and everyone goes to the next one,” he 
whispered back. Up and down the street cars rumbled to life and tires screeched. “Those 
would be the lucky ones, getting away. What’re we going to do?” 
 “We’re going to sit here at least until the police leave,” she said quietly. “How 














“We’re fucked,” Cliff hissed; his hands were clasped in front of him. The 
backyard had emptied rapidly as the cops walked through, flashlight beams cutting 
through the air; one of them had shined his light into the tree as Stella and Cliff lay still, 
barely breathing, on the roof just above him. Now the cop was standing next to the keg 
and didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go anywhere. 
 Stella looked over and made a rapid throat cutting gesture at him and then turned 
her hands over, palm down, urging him to clam up and calm down. If he would just stay 
quiet and still for a few more minutes! 
 “We all done here?” the cop asked someone out of Stella’s line of sight. 
 “Yeah, on to the next one,” came the reply. 
 The cop pumped the handle on the keg. “Wanna beer?” 
 “Sure, but make it a short one.” 
 Stella and Cliff stared at each other and Stella mouthed, “O M G”. 
 Cliff unclenched his hands and put his palms flat on the roof, concentrating on 
staying still and not breathing too loud. But how loud was too loud? The air rushing out 
of his nose sounded like a freight train roaring across his upper lip, every intake of breath 
was a massive, groaning bellows filling his lungs, his heart thudding like a woofer in a 
rave, his blood a river rushing through his veins, and from his torso came growls and 





 It’s just the drug, Cliff tried to think but his thoughts blended and swirled. 
Maintain, keep calm and carry on my wayward son, lay down your weary head and don’t 
you cry no more my beloved. Oh hell it’s all staring to run together, focus on something, 
anything, he silently implored, hocus-pocus make it so!   
 The first trip, remember the first trip. He was fourteen and a high school 
freshman. He found a well-thumbed paperback of The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Trip on his 
grandfather’s bookshelf, borrowed it and never gave it back. He devoured the story and 
went online looking for pictures of the bus or the Merry Pranksters and fell in love with 
this one picture of Mountain Girl when she was just a little older than he was in 2002. He 
printed the picture and carried it around in the clear plastic photo insert in his wallet, 
between Craig Biggio’s signed rookie card and class photo of Karen Saylers, the girl he 
had a crush on in middle school. 
 It was into this clear plastic photo insert that he slipped a single tab of blotter with 
a yellow smiley face printed in the center. 
 “Don’t take it now,” warned the boy who’d sold it to him. “Don’t be tripping in 
school, it’s a bust. Laters, little dude… be careful with that shit.” 
 He went home and carefully extracted the blotted acid from his wallet and into a 
cellophane pocket cut from the wrapper around a cigarette pack. He opened up a copy of 
Moby Dick. The packet slipped between the pages and he tried to forget about until 
Saturday when Lucy would be out shooting beer cans and launching anvils with the All-
American Abductees. 
 She left early in the morning, the trunk full of guns and liquor. Cliff watched her 





up the surround sound and played Jet Set Radio Future for a while. When he got up and 
went to the bathroom, he checked his eyes in the mirror. Nothing… maybe it wasn’t acid, 
maybe he’d paid five bucks for some printed paper. He went back to grinding, flipping 
and tagging his way through the cell-shaded streets of Tokyo. He didn’t feel strange in 
the least. Then he got up to make a glass of iced tea, got distracted by the fluid patterns in 
the carpet and never made it to the kitchen. He ended up crawling around the house for 
hours, fascinated by all the tiny moving bits he’d never noticed before. 
 That trip lasted far longer than he’d imagined. He stayed up half the night playing 
video games in his room, his face sore from grinning so much. The next day he was still 
catching tracers; he felt like he’d been broken down into small pieces and put back 
together but there were parts leftover or missing. He didn’t care, it was fantastic; better 
than baseball, better than rollercoasters, better than jacking off, and he couldn’t wait to do 
it again. 
 He wasn’t the only psychonaut in school but it wasn’t the norm. Kids liked the 
pills, or easy to get stuff like salvia and peevee, also known as bath salts. A bunch of his 
classmates were or professed to be straight edge—no drugs at all. He quickly figured out 
who the fellow travelers were and they banded together. By the time he was eighteen he 
was a veteran of the psychic wars; not burnt out but experienced. Even if he hadn’t 
ingested hallucinogens in years, he should be able to ride out this unexpected bit of 
temporary insanity. 
 Something touched his arm and he jerked; Stella’s hand wrapped around his arm 
and squeezed. He turned his head and looked at her, an idiotic grin plastered on his face. 





 “Trying to roll with it,” he gasped. “We’ve got to get home. What time is it?” 
 “Close to one-thirty in the morning.” 
 “Oh. Oh, shit.” 
 Stella sighed. “Yeah, we missed curfew. You should call her.” 
 “Hell no, I don’t talk to her when I’m high, never have and never will. You call 
her.” 
 “Me? I don’t think so. Tell you what, give me your phone and I’ll send her a 
text.” 
 Cliff fished the phone out of his pocket. “Tell her we’re okay and I’ll drop you off 
in the morning. No details.” He handed the device to her and watched in mute amazement 
as she clicked furiously on the keypad, sent the message, and snapped the phone shut. 
“You’re so good at that.” 
 “You’re not?” 
 “Not hardly.” 
 “What are you good at, Cliff Fontaine?” 
 “Not too fucking much, I guess. I couldn’t even take you to the mall without it all 
turning to shit.” He shot her a look. “You bailed on me.” 
 Stella pulled her knees up under her chin. “Yeah, I did; sorry about that.” 
 “Did you get high?” 
 “Yeah,” she drew the word out and let it float between them, “I did.” 
 “Well, there’s that.” 
 “Any idea what you’re going to tell Lucy?” she asked softly. 





 “Yeah man?” 
 “I think I’m starting to peak. Can we stay here a few more minutes?” 
 She nodded. “It’s all quiet down below. I don’t think anyone knows we’re here.” 
 He heard the click of a lighter and for a brief moment their bower was illuminated 
by the flicker of the small propane flame. “Where’d you get that?” he asked as she lit a 
joint that looked more like a cigarette. 
 “Some dude who called himself Mondo Man gave it to me. It’s good, very good; 
you want some? Might help take the edge off your trip, you know?” She took a deep hit 
and held it out to him. 
 In for a penny and however the rest of it went, he thought. They smoked in 
relative silence, both of them occasionally stifling coughing fits. 
 “Are you too high to talk?” she asked. 
“No, I don’t mind; it kind of helps.” 
“Tell me what it’s like being all adult and shit,” she prodded. 
 “I don’t know; I’ll let you know when I’ve grown up.” They looked at each other 
for a long moment. “Okay, since you asked, it sucks. You gotta pay bills and if you don’t, 
the shit gets cut off, they take your car, you get evicted if you don’t live at home and if 
you do, well, that can be worse sometimes. No one cares if all you eat is crap, or if you 
drink all night, or if you’re sick. Don’t get sick unless you have some kind of insurance, 
which is expensive if you don’t have a job and even then you’re usually stuck with some 
off-brand health insurance savings plan.” 





 “I’m only twenty-four, man; maybe it gets different when you’re really old like 
thirty or forty, but so far color me unimpressed.” 
 “What about turning twenty-one, going to bars, and drink in the clubs, buying 
your own booze without a hassle?” 
 “I was in the hospital with meth-induced seizures on that magical day so that 
whole transition to legal age was somewhat ruined for me.” 
 “Jesus Christ, Cliff, has anything good ever happened to you?” 
 He didn’t answer right away, taking so long that Stella wondered if he’d spaced 
out like he did earlier. When he spoke again, there was an unusual strain in his voice and 
the words came out slowly. “I wish I hadn’t grown up here, in Mellorland. I wish I’d 
grown up just about anywhere else, you know? There were too many things already in 
place when I was in born. My father was dead. The two boys who killed him got away 
with it. My grandfather was insane with grief and I grew up with all that.” He paused and 
swallowed hard before continuing. “I didn’t ask for that, that wasn’t me, that had nothing 
to do with me and yet it did, because I couldn’t get away from the dead man. 
 “I think I was about five the first time I woke up and found Ted sitting on the 
edge of my bed. I didn’t know who he was; how could I? I’d never met him. I learned 
real quick not to mention the strange man who sat on my blanket and babbled about stuff 
I didn’t understand; it took me a lot longer to figure out who he was, what he was. He 
wasn’t my father; he was an echo of who my father had been, like a ripple coming back 
to the center from the edge of the pond.” 





 Cliff shrugged. “I’m tired of not telling anyone, it’s just too goddamn bad if you 
don’t believe me. I’ve been living with it since I was five; it’s worse than addiction to 
anything, at least you choose to suck down coke, or meth, or whatever your poison. I 
would never have chosen to be the victim of a haunting, not a real one. I’m not talking 
about some fantasy cooked up in a Hollywood basement. This isn’t Ghost Dad, okay? 
Ted isn’t helpful or fun. He’s just a pain in the ass.” 
 “What does he do, then?” 
 “Mostly he complains, about the things he used to like but can’t do. He recites 
lists of things—like the fast food he can’t eat, or the cartoons he can’t watch—” Cliff’s 
voice trailed off as he listened to Stella giggling. “Hey, come on, it’s not that funny.” 
 “Oh yeah it is. Why don’t you just turn on the TV and let him watch cartoons?” 
 “I don’t think he can take in new information. His worldview is stuck in1987, 
when he died.” 
 “So can anyone else see him?” 
 “I have no idea; no one is ever around when he decides to show up.” 
 “Well isn’t that convenient? What if I wanted to see him?” she huffed. 
 Cliff shrugged in the near darkness. “I’ve never known him to show himself when 
I had company in the bed… uh, at night. I said I don’t care what you think and I don’t 
feel compelled to prove it. It just is.” 
 “Maybe you’re just crazy.” 
 “That could be. Maybe they missed something in all those tests when I was a 
kid.” 





 “Frank? No. That would be too cruel by far.” 
 Stella shifted her weigh around. “So you’re haunted by your boring dead father, 
and your heavily armed mother is a survivor of alien abduction, your grandfather built a 
tiny city for his dead son, and you work in a suicidal death cult run by the man who killed 
your father twenty some odd years ago?” 
 “When you put it all together it sounds kind of ridiculous,” he said. 
 “It is ridiculous. What do you do at the Temple, anyway?” 
 “I solicit for new Temple memberships on the computer. I used to troll chat 
rooms, social media, and the comments section of news websites, but now I do a lot of 
massive multi-player on-line gaming.” 
 “As opposed to what, handing out flowers at the airport?” 
 “It’s not a cult, it’s a grass roots investment opportunity that—” 
 “Cliff. Please. Don’t give me that shit. You can’t be that dense. Lucy drove me 
past the building; it’s a shiny metal pyramid with a flame shooting out of the top. Then 
there’s the uniform, the insane rules, and let’s not forget the annual human sacrifice 
telethon. The Temple is the third most dangerous cult in America according to Cult 
Watch.” 
 “That sounds like its right out of Mom’s playbook; so you have been listening.” 
 “It’d be hard not to absorb something when she repeats it so forcefully and often. 
Why don’t you just quit?” 
 “Throw away all the time I’ve invested in moving up the ladder? What about my 
medical benefits, the matching contribution to my 401-K? Besides, working at the 





the Flavor Aid; it’s just so damn good. Besides, what would I do? Go back to filling taco 
shells with fake beef for nine bucks an hour?” 
 “I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t elect to dip you in the deep fryer at the Taco Hut. 
What are you going to do if your boss decides it’s time for you to go? Are you going to 
sit there on live TV and hope that no one will think you’re worth saving, that no one will 
pledge for your life, so you can suck down a poisoned coffee drink?” 
 “It’s not death, it’s a transition.” 
 “You know something? You’re a cute guy, Cliff; and what’s worse I even like 
you a little. But you’re stupid.” 
 “What?” 
 “You’re being willfully ignorant about the nature of your employment.” 
 “No. The other thing; you like me?” 
 She shifted again in the darkness before replying in a quiet voice. “I said a little. 
Don’t get too jacked up about it. Are you still peaking? Can’t we get off this roof and go 
somewhere else? I’m tired of sitting up here. What about your place?” 
 “I can’t take you back to my apartment, my mother would kill me.” 
 “Like she isn’t going to do that anyway?” 
 “Stella, I just can’t see driving right now. Let me just close my eyes for a few 
more minutes and then I’ll take you to a diner or something.” 
 Cliff closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing. He’d done it, he’d finally 
told someone besides his mother about Ted’s ghostly interference, and it felt intensely 
good, even if Stella hadn’t exactly taken him seriously. She said she liked him, even; that 





 Was she right about the Temple of Harmonious Change? He’d certainly 
understood from the very first assignment on the phone bank about the possible dangers 
of the job. He figured he’d just quit before he was called up, if it ever came to that. As a 
consummate slacker, he didn’t see how he’d ever make it far enough up the ladder to ever 
be considered. Those who were chosen had been at the Temple for years and years. 
 Besides, Charles Stroud, the Number One, the CEO, liked him and granted him 
special audiences. Deep in Charles’s heart Cliff suspected the CEO harbored a bit of guilt 
and felt some kind of obligation to help the son of the victim of his crime. Surely Charles 
wouldn’t allow him to come to harm? 
 
 He opened his eyes. Light trickled through the green leaves of the tree. He sat up 
and looked around; he was alone on the roof. 
 “Did I fall asleep? Stella? Stella!” 
 “What the hell are you doing on my roof, dude?” 
 Cliff got to his feet and walked to the edge. “Hey, sorry, I climbed up here to get 
away from the cops last night and I guess I fell asleep. Did you see a girl up here with 
me?” 
 “Is that you, Cliff?” 
“It’s me. Hi, Marty. Great party.” 
“Party’s over, man. Get off my roof and go home.” 
 Cliff scrambled down the tree and dropped lightly to the grass. He patted his 





but… “You haven’t seen my keys anywhere, right?” His friend Marty just stared at him 
and shook his head. “Oh no, she didn’t!” 
 Cliff bolted from the backyard and ran down the street. 









“I don’t think this is going to work, Denny,” Jerry Bintliff said. They’d been 
waiting in Denny’s room for hours but Ted Pella’s ghost, if that’s what it was, had not 
made an appearance. Denny’s room smelled of wet socks and old paper. Jerry sat up 
straight in the chair Denny had dragged in for him and yawned. “I don’t know what else 
to do. I thought you said it was pretty regular.” 
 Denny nodded. “He always was before; every few nights he’d be at the end of the 
bed, all morose and shit. Used to drive me nuts how he’d go on and on. I thought he’d 
given up it had been a while; then just a few weeks ago, there he was again.” 
 “Maybe it’s me being here.” Jerry was losing whatever interest had been 
generated by the film clip Denny showed him at the bar but he was still interested in 
Denny; the man was faking a haunting by the spirit of his victim and had gone to great 
lengths to make it seem real. “Did he ever appear to you when someone else was 
around?” 
Denny pulled on his face. “Aw, now don’t think I’m just yanking your chain here! 
I’m telling you, it’s no bullshit. He’s just refusing to show up to make me look like an 
asshole; that’d be just like Ted.”  
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Ted was older than us; me and Charlie, I mean. It was just by a few years, but 





 “You mean he picked on ya’ll?” 
 “Not exactly, not like a bully or anything; I mean there was some rough stuff but 
usually it had to do with sports, baseball in particular. Ted’s father was Coach Pella to us; 
no one dared call him Frank. Damn good coach; I see that now but back then I thought he 
was a total hard ass. Ted had been through the whole program; we were just little squirts 
the first time we meet him at practice. He was always around, helping his Dad out, 
teaching us how to throw, knocking balls around the infield, that kind of thing; that’s how 
we got to know him. I think Ted liked Charlie; Charlie was smaller than the rest of us but 
a real scrapper, he wouldn’t give up on anything.” 
 “That part hasn’t changed much, has it?” Jerry asked. Charlie had grown up and 
become Charles Stroud, the infamous businessman-cultist; even if the ghost thing didn’t 
work out, Jerry smelled an opportunity. “Denny, do you mind if I turn on the camera? 
This is good stuff, I’d like to record it.” 
“Aw man, I look like shit.” Denny pulled his ball cap down over his straggly hair. 
Jerry aimed the handheld digital at his subject. “Denny, you knew Charlie when 
he was a kid. What do you think of Charles Stroud now, and the Temple of Harmonious 
Change?” 
 Denny looked away for a long moment and then turned back and stared into the 
camera eye. “That’s some crazy shit, man. I think about that all the time, like when the 
annual telethon comes on and Charlie has got three more sacrifices up there on his altar, 
ready to die for him.” 





 “Yeah; the morons who watch that shit fill up the Temple sacks year after year. 
Charlie sure found the sweet spot there, somewhere between compassion and cruelty; it’s 
a hell of an idea, kind of like, evil-genius level of manipulation. It makes what he did to 
me seem like small change.” 
 “How’d you meet Charlie?” 
 “We moved around a lot when I was a kid; Mellorland was just the latest stop, I 
must have been about eight, so sometime in the early 1980’s? I went outside to play on 
the day after we’d moved in and the neighborhood kids came over and made me fight one 
of their guys. I was kind of small, so they matched Charlie up with me. I thought we were 
just going to wrestle or something, so I circled around him and when I got close enough, 
he popped me one right on the nose. I stared bleeding and everything, but I was so mad I 
hardly noticed. I knocked him down and got in a few good shots before they pulled me 
off. Funny thing was, when I hit him, he didn’t do nothing but laugh. That was a little 
weird. When he got up off the ground, he was laughing so hard he couldn’t hardly 
breathe. They made me shake hands with him and everyone acted like nothing had 
happened; typical kid shit. I’d stood my ground, so I was okay. Then I get home and my 
Dad whupped up on me for getting blood on my shirt; he slapped me so hard I got a black 
eye. Next day, Charlie sees me sporting that shiner and thinks he gave it to me but I told 
him no, it wasn’t you. Charlie was a smart kid; he put it together without me having to fill 
in too many blanks. From then on me and him was friends. 
 “He was always kind of crazy, old Charlie. If you was bored and wanted some 
excitement, all you had to do was ask Charlie what he was planning to do next and what 





His parents were cool and they let me hang out at their house anytime. I think Charlie 
told them Dad whipped my ass; his mother made it clear I would always be safe at their 
house, without ever saying, ‘when you’re getting beat’. It was much appreciated, believe 
me; I didn’t have no one else, really. 
 “We was in the same grade and for a while there you couldn’t slide a sheet of 
paper between us. Like I said, we was on the small side; but you wouldn’t want to mess 
with the two of us together, and we always had the other’s back. Like, I once got sprayed 
in the mouth with deodorant by this crazy kid on the football team. Humiliating, brother; 
and when Charlie heard about it, he went right out that night and spiked the guy’s tires, 
pulled the valve stems, and smashed the windows; I was there, it took Charlie less than 
five minutes. He was a little demon. He could bust apart just about anything; he knew 
where to hit a window so the whole thing shattered with one blow, how to damage the 
sidewalls beyond repair… a regular junior anarchist.” 
 “Was Ted the first person he killed?” 
 “He said it was.” 
 “Did you believe him?” 
 “Not really, mostly because when we was done with Ted, I was the one who was 
scared, I even started crying. I just knew our whole lives was over and done, we’d gone 
and done it, taken the guy’s life and his girlfriend no more than a couple of hundred feet 
away. There was no way we was getting away with it; but Charlie didn’t seem upset at 
all. He told me what we had to do with the body, how I had to act when we got back in 
the car with Lucy, how I was supposed to let him do the talking. Very calm, even though 





that even killing someone barely made him sweat. If I wasn’t afraid of him before… shit, 
I sure was then.” 
 “You mentioned when we were shooting the documentary you regretted not being 
punished enough for the crime. Do you still feel that way?” 
 Denny looked over at Jerry. “I guess so. You know what’s really fucked up? I 
ended up telling the truth and no one believed me; Charlie lied his ass off and everyone 
lapped it up. I should be grateful, though, right? He split the jury and the prosecutor 
dropped the ball; we just walked away after what we done. It wasn’t right, though. 
Frank—you know, Ted’s father—he deserved better. Hell, Ted deserved better.” 
“What do you think of Necroburbia, speaking of Frank?” 
“I don’t really know. I’ve been once and that was enough for me. It hurt to be 
there, knowing I was part of the reason all that had been built. You know something, 
Jerry? The shitty thing about it is that I liked Ted. He wasn’t a bad dude. He never took 
off on us when we was robbing houses, never complained about his share. It took Charlie 
weeks to convince me to help him fuck Ted up. He wanted me to do the whole thing, 
finish Ted off, but in the end I chickened out. I said I would do it but after I hit him once 
in the back of the head, I couldn’t do no more. That’s when Ted started to get up and 
Charlie stepped in and got him again, and again.” Denny’s voice dropped almost to a 
whisper. “It takes longer than you’d think to choke out someone’s life. Charlie got on his 
chest and told me to get on Ted’s legs. He kicked hard for a while but he got weaker and 
weaker and then he pissed himself and I flinched but Charlie just bore down until Ted 
stopped moving.” 





“Yup, he sure did, that he was shocked when I viciously attacked our ‘friend’ and 
helped me cover up the death because he was scared I’d kill him, too, which was just a 
giant load of bullshit.” 
“You haven’t had any contact with Charlie since then?” 
“Oh hell no; I think he’d kill me if he could get away with it, for turning on him 
and attempting at least to tell the truth and set it straight. It’s not a huge suburb, Jerry; 
I’ve run into him off and on over the years. He hasn’t said ten words to me since the trial 
in 1988.”  
“Ted’s ghost has been showing up ever since then?” Jerry asked, trying to steer 
the other man’s ruminations back to the reason he was hanging out at three in the 
morning in Denny’s rented room. 
“I don’t remember exactly when but it was several years after the trial, in the early 
1990’s. I was kind of fucked up back then, kicked out of the house and drifting around, 
everything was fucking harder than it should have been because everyone had made up 
their minds about me. The first few times I got haunted up, honestly, I thought I’d gone 
bat-shit crazy. Each time it happened I got less scared because, well, he didn’t seem to 
hardly know I was there and he was just spouting off nonsense. I started thinking he 
would go away if he got what he wanted from me; I told him I was sorry and shit like 
that, but it didn’t do no good.” 
“And you never told anyone about this?” 
“Sure I did, but good fucking luck getting someone to believe it. You didn’t.” 
“I’m still not sure what was on that camera, Denny; and I don’t think it’s going to 





put it down. “We’ll just have to try this again some other time.” He stood up and 
stretched; he’d been sitting in the chair for almost three hours and it was a long drive 
across the city to get home. 
Denny walked him out. “Next time we’ll get him,” he promised. Jerry shook his 
hand and drove away. Denny walked back to his bedroom, looked around and shook his 
head before he turned out the light and got into bed. 
There was an almost imperceptible pressure on the edge of the bed but Denny felt 
it anyway. “I thought he’d never leave,” Ted’s voice said in the darkness. “You know 
what I miss, Denny? I miss sports, like baseball; the smell of glove oil rubbing into 
leather, strapping on the cleats, stepping over the foul line and running onto the field…” 
Denny groaned.  “I should have known,” and instead of turning on the light, he 










 Cliff shifted his weight from one side to the other. He wasn’t quite to his mother’s 
house; he’d pulled up short when it came into view. Cliff had already settled on telling 
the truth no matter how ridiculous it sounded or how much bodily harm Lucy inflicted on 
him. The walk from the party house to Lucy’s front door was less than two miles, not 
enough time for his still scrambled brain to come up with a plausible lie that would 
explain why they’d missed curfew, not gone to the mall, how he’d gotten dosed with 
ecstasy at a pot party and then had Obi-Wan Toyota stolen by Stella Link, whereabouts 
currently unknown. Keeping up with what had actually happened was hard enough. 
 He hoped Stella hadn’t decided to do something brainless like drive back to 
Cleveland; that old car couldn’t take one more long drive, it would blow up somewhere 
in the Ozarks and they’d never see her again. 
 Standing there on the sidewalk wasn’t going to get anything accomplished. Cliff 
started walking again; he’d kept the cell phone off since he woke up but now he powered 
it up, saw the insane number of missed calls, messages, texts, and gulped. 
 The door flew open after one knock and Lucy Fontaine gave Cliff a quick 
diagnostic glance to make sure he wasn’t bleeding or missing a limb, then looked for 
Stella and when she didn’t see what she was looking for and swung her now ferocious 






 “It wasn’t my fault! She stole my car!” 
 “Clifford Lee Fontaine, where the hell have you been and where the hell is 
Stella?” Lucy blinked. “What do you mean she stole your car, how in seven green hells 
did you let her do that?” 
 “She took my keys.” 
 “That little slip of a girl just took your keys from you, a grown man?” 
 Cliff squinted and tried to look away but she held his gaze with a look so intense a 
basilisk would have blushed. “She waited until I’d passed out and then she took my 
keys.” 
 “Oh, this just gets better and better! You know where the shovel is, my boy, you 
can get to work digging your very own eternal resting place in the backyard, right next to 
the bone of all your childhood pets!” 
 “You don’t even want to hear my side of the story?” 
 Lucy puffed air into her cheeks and let it out slowly. Cliff knew this was a 
calming technique, an emergency valve that only opened when internal pressure had 
climbed too close to the breaking point. “Where is she, Cliff? I can’t possibly impress 
upon you how bad things will go for you if anything happens to that girl.” 
 “Can I come in at least? I’ve had a rough night.” 
 Lucy waved him in. “You look like you were on the losing end of something. 
What the hell happened after you left here?” 
 “Did you get my text last night? I had Stella send you a text telling you we were 
okay and would be staying out past curfew.” Cliff went over to the kitchen sink and 





 “Text? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 “Last night, we were on the roof hiding from the cops, and I was so high I didn’t 
think I could type straight, so I had her text you.” 
 “What do you mean, you were so high? I thought you were sober! Goddamnit, 
Cliff, why do you think I trusted you in the first place?” 
 “Remember Cherry Hinton?” 
 “Vaguely; one of those stoners you ran with in high school?” 
 “She dosed me with something, probably X or something. I was just drinking the 
beer to fit in while I was looking for Stella at this insane party.” Lucy threw her hands in 
the air and made a sound that was somewhere between a sigh and a yelp. Cliff sat back 
on the couch and shook his head. “Let me just tell you what the hell happened.” 
 When he finished, Lucy held out her hand and snapped her fingers. “Cell phone, 
cell phone!” she said. Cliff handed it over and watched. Her thumbs flew across the 
buttons. She sat back and grinned at Cliff, but his brain was still lagging behind reality. 
The phone buzzed with a new text notification and he blinked, mouth open. 
 “She texted someone else last night?” he asked. 
 “And the Nobel Prize for Catching On to the Obvious is awarded to Cliff 
Fontaine!” 
 “What’s the text say?” 
 “It’s a phone number.” Lucy dialed the number and punched send. Cliff realized 
he’d scooted forward and was on the edge of the couch; he forced himself to sit back. 
“Hello?” Lucy listened for a long moment before she interrupted the other party. “Just let 





“How about you return the car to Cliff and come back to the house? No, dear, nothing 
will happen to you. We just want you here and not there, you understand? You’re 
Momma would not forgive me if anything happened to you… well now I haven’t decided 
if I’m going to tell her or not, that depends on how quickly you can land yourself on this 
front door. That’s right. What do you mean, there’s something wrong with the car? A 
broken what?” Lucy blazed another scalding look at Cliff but all he could manage was a 
weak shrug. Obi-wan Toyota was held together with duct tape and vague entreaties to the 
automotive gods Click and Clack. “It doesn’t matter, we’ll come get you. Yes, Cliff made 
it home and doesn’t look any worse than usual… I’ll tell him that. Now where are you? 
Good. Don’t move or be assured that I will, beyond a shadow of doubt, kill you and then 
bring you back to life so your mother can kill you some more.” Lucy jotted down an 
address and snapped the phone shut. “It’s someone she knew from Cleveland, who’d 
moved down here a few years ago.” 
 “A guy?” 
 Lucy almost smirked but it got stuck halfway across her face. “Yeah, a guy; and 
why would that bother you, Cliff?” 
 “It doesn’t, not in the least; so what if she stole my car to go on a booty call? 
What did she want you to tell me, anyway?” 
 Lucy handed the phone back to him. “She said she was sorry and she hoped you 
felt better. Now get your ass up and get in the car.” 









 Cliff had never been so happy to see a Monday morning. He woke up in his own 
bed well before the alarm clock-radio could sputter to life and assault his senses. He had 
to get up for work and for once in a long while that didn’t seem like such a bad thing. 
 Three years ago, when he first started working at the Temple, he was fresh out of 
a short stint in a rehab facility, his emotions rubbed raw and his body still craving the 
meth that had been abruptly withdrawn from his system. The general consensus from the 
good doctors at the Happy Trails Recovery Center was that despite Cliff’s three year 
bender, he was still in relatively good health and had a better than average chance of 
avoiding post-withdrawal schizophrenia or that other scourge of recovering addicts, the 
dreaded relapse. Meth users were prone to createing a creeping desire that never, ever 
fully went away. Deluged by dopamine, the landscape of the addicted brain was changed 
forever like the coastline after a hurricane. Cliff could feel it, long after the sickness was 
done wracking his body, beyond the crippling depression that came from having all the 
color leached from the world; an insatiable void was inside him now, like he’d absorbed a 
black hole through his sinus membranes, eternal and relentless, always seeking to be 
filled. It had been there for three years, in remission, tucked away beneath layers of guilt 
and denial. 
 Saturday afternoon, he and his mother had picked up the unapologetic Stella Link 





him home. He hadn’t said a word to the young woman as she got in Lucy’s car; he did 
attempt a stare of righteous anger but Stella was too busy absorbing the full fury of Lucy 
Fontaine to pay any attention to him. Cliff nursed the battered car back to his apartment 
where he’d collapsed, exhausted, on the couch. 
When he finally woke up Sunday, the Astros-Braves game was on television, and 
he’d fallen in and out of sleep, pretending he couldn’t sense the void awaken and start to 
pull on his mind. He’d wandered around the apartment in a listless daze; picked up books 
and put them down without reading a word, touched his illogical collection of tchotchkes, 
and finally admitted to the searing desire pummeling his existence. He was dirty and had 
to be cleansed. 
  Cliff had stood in the shower and let the hot water beat on his neck and 
shoulders. The ecstasy pill he’d been fed was a chemical kissing cousin to crystal meth 
and acted upon similar areas of the brain; it was incredibly dangerous to tease his inner 
meth hole. He’d clutched his stomach and chest, in a fight with the pull and tug that 
originated from some dark place inside his body, his throat tight, and then the tears came. 
He’d hung his head and released the emotional restraints kept in place over the weekend 
by a sheer act of will. Snot and tears ran down his face, mingling with the hot water 
cascading over his head. 
 He’d dropped to his knees in the tub and for the first time let hard, painful sobs 
come up and out, had held his breath for as long as he could, bent over and grit his teeth, 
forehead banging on the wet tub lining. He’d punched the tiled wall and howled, 





 He had not left the apartment, hit the streets, or made a phone call to anyone who 
might be able to hook him up. Instead he’d ingested cup after cup of steaming hot black 
coffee until his stomach churned and his mouth tasted like Juan Valdez’s donkey had 
slept there; walked in circles in his small living room; did push-ups and sit-ups, meditated 
and masturbated, until dreamless sleep overwhelmed him.   
 This was Monday, though, and Monday was different; it was the return of the 
work week after a debauched weekend, the resetting of a movement, another chance to 
get it right, and another chance to maintain his sobriety. The structure and routine of the 
Temple would get him through most of the day; he looked forward to being obliterated 
by the avalanche of paperwork and bureaucratic miscellany, the byzantine rules of the 
Personal Conduct Codex, even the tedium of proselytizing in the on-line gaming world 
would be better than being consumed inside out by the ravenous hunger for more drugs. 
 Cliff pulled on the jumpsuit and purple sneakers, and checked in the mirror to 
make sure his appearance was up to Temple standards. He didn’t look any different than 
he had last Friday, before his weekend had been hijacked by his mother, Stella, and that 
crazy bitch Cherry Hinton. No matter how hard he looked, he couldn’t see the hole he 
still felt inside. 
 The Temple of Harmonious Change was only a few miles away but Cliff had to 
wonder if Obi-Wan Toyota was capable of covering the distance without something else 
blowing up. The hose that had stranded Stella was split at the top; Cliff had shaved off 
the split part and clamped the hose back in place, but the whole piece was falling apart. 
 He started the car and let it run for a few minutes; the temperature gauge climbed 





something like a normal level. He took that to be a good sign; he’d be late if he didn’t 
leave soon and the lengthy Absent from Work (Unexpected) form was a bit of Temple 
bureaucracy he’d just as soon avoid that morning. 
 Nonetheless, he took the city streets; there was no need to push his fate on the 
freeway. He had just turned onto Brackens Drive when he passed a pedestrian in a white 
jumpsuit, purple backpack and purple high top sneakers. The next driveway was the 
entrance to a Fiesta supermercado; Cliff pulled into the parking lot and parked but didn’t 
turn off the engine. He opened the car door and stepped out, waving to the man. 
 “Hey, fellow Employee, are you going to the Temple? You can ride… hey! Karl 
Childress!” 
 Karl waved. “Hello, fellow Employee Cliff Fontaine. It’s good to see you. Yes, I 
need a ride, since I am apparently no longer welcome on the Metro.” 
 “Huh?” 
 Karl got in the car and shut the door. “I got kicked off the bus I’ve ridden to work 
for years; the driver said if he didn’t, the other passengers were threatening to toss me out 
a window while we were moving.” 
 Cliff got the car moving again. “They can’t do that!” he sputtered. “That’s blatant 
discrimination! Are you going to report it to your shift leader?” 
 Karl bobbed his head around, neither shaking nor nodding but possibly doing 
both. “This happens from time to time; it can be expected. Not everyone understands the 
Temple like we do, Cliff. People are jealous of our steady employment, our excellent 





uniforms… which apparently today triggered a very negative reaction from the 
populace.” 
 “Yeah, I got all but assaulted at the airport back in June when I was picking 
someone up; some crazy church lady chased us out of baggage claim. I thought she was 
going to pummel me with a bible.” 
 Karl nodded. “Indeed; and that was before The Number One’s big news release 
over the weekend.” 
 Cliff braked at the stoplight where Brackens Drive merged with Burrell Avenue. 
“What news release?” 
 Karl made a tsk-ing sound and shook his head. “Cliff! You know all employees 
are tasked with keeping up with Temple business, even in your off time! The email was 
sent out to all employees simultaneous with the delivery to the major news outlets.” 
 “Jeez Karl, don’t throw the Codex at me; I had a rough weekend and didn’t check 
my email. What news release?” 
 “Maybe I should just read it to you, since I have a copy right here,” Karl said. He 
opened his backpack, pulled out a folder and opened it; a crisp piece of copy paper was 
the sole occupant of the folder. Karl began to read. “The Temple of Harmonious Change 
is pleased to announce that the 2012 Ultimate Promotion Telethon will occur on the 
evening of December 21, 2012. Last year’s Telethon was a rousing success as the public 
generously donated to their favorite Employee and miraculously, not a single applicant 
was given the chance to take the last trip of their lifetime! As in past years, the goal of 





while simultaneously saving the lives of the very special Temple Employees selected to 
take part in the Ultimate Promotion competition.” 
 “Big deal, that’s a cut and paste from last year’s announcement,” Cliff said as he 
guided the car toward the employee parking on the back side of the big flaming metal 
pyramid. 
 Karl nodded. “So far; here comes to good part.” He continued. “This year the 
Temple has a bumper crop of applicants so instead of the usual three up for the Ultimate 
Promotion you can expect a full thirty ecstatic Temple Employees ready and willing to 
drink the coffee! Tune in to the Temple’s Public Access channel at 9:00 PM CST for 
another funtastic fund raiser!” 
 Cliff whistled. “Thirty applicants, that’s insane. No wonder everyone hates us… 
more than usual, that is. We barely get enough pledges to save the three, there’s not 
enough of the pie for all of them. That virtually guarantees a bunch of Promotions. 
What’s The Number One thinking? This is still Texas; they’ll roll in the tanks and it’ll be 
like the Waco siege all over again.” 
 “Is that any crazier than having even one person die on camera?” Karl asked, his 
voice low. 
 “Karl! It sounds like you don’t believe in the Ultimate Promotion!” 
 The older man sighed. “I got into this business to help people and save lives, 
Cliff; like I did with you. Up until now, I’ve treated the spectacle of the Telethon as a 
necessary but odious part of working here. I compromised because… I suppose there’s no 






 “What are you saying, Karl?” 
 Karl put the news release back in the folder and the folder back into the backpack. 
He smiled at his young friend. “I’m saying we’re going to be late if we don’t hustle,” he 
said, and opened the car door. 
 Cliff grunted and locked the car. “Right,” he said, looking at the shiny sloped 
metal sides of the Temple, the sunlight glinting off the east side. “Let’s just keep calm 









 Several days after the failed attempt to capture Ted Pella’s ghost on camera, Jerry 
Bintliff realized he hadn’t stopped thinking about Denny Wateka and his connection with 
the infamous Charles Stroud. Jerry wasn’t sure what to make of Denny’s video; if he 
were pressed he’d admit that his personal cosmology didn’t include visitors from beyond 
the grave, demonic possession, angelic guidance, ghouls, vampires and all the other 
supernatural bullshit. Ted’s ghost was more likely the result of the relentless pressure of 
guilt and shame on Denny’s mind, mixed in a lifetime of boozing, drugs, hard work and 
harder living than an actual spiritual manifestation. 
 At least that’s what Jerry kept telling himself as he sat in his office not working 
on the script for the latest contract project. True believers made these films to convince 
themselves more than anything else; it didn’t matter if everyone else thought they were 
faked. There was a long tradition of using the latest developments in media technology to 
prove ghosts, fairies, and spirits were more than pure imagination; and the public 
devoured these frauds as gospel truth no matter how many times they were debunked. 
People, Jerry figured, believed pretty much whatever they damn well pleased and were 
stubborn enough to deny all evidence to the contrary just to avoid admitting they were 
wrong. 
 That brought him back to the death of Ted Pella which at least by Denny’s 





something closer to pre-meditated murder. The people of Mellorland, the neighbors in the 
Larchwood subdivision, the friends and acquaintances of those involved, had little choice 
but to accept the decision of the court and move on with their lives. The two boys walked 
out of the courtroom and back into their lives almost as if they had not, in fact, done 
anything. 
 Jerry had researched the story before he’d first interviewed Denny for the 
documentary. The newspaper stories filed at the time of the trial maintained an air of 
objectivity and stopped just short of calling the whole sorry mess a gross miscarriage of 
justice. Frank Pella’s words as reported in the Houston Post soon after the conclusion of 
the trial were a stark reminder that not everyone in the public had fallen in line: 
“I don’t understand how my son can be cut down by a couple of snot-nosed punks 
from the neighborhood, how his remains could become a source of fascination 
and an excuse to party for the kids who had known him, played ball with him, 
been his friend. They’re all guilty, not just those two… Denny and Charlie, I used 
to coach these kids in Little League. Now they get to re-enter society and we’re 
all supposed to pretend that my son’s death was not the result of their actions, 
despite all the evidence to the contrary. How am I supposed to feel? How am I 
supposed to react when I’m standing in line behind them at the store? I tell you 
what, it ain’t right and everyone knows it but they’re just going to roll over and let 
what’s real and what isn’t be decided by a judge and jury. My boy is really dead 
and they’ve still got what’s left of him, they haven’t even given him back to me. 
Closure? There ain’t no closure, there’s only pain and anger and I don’t even 
know what else. I want to leave town so I won’t have to see those two or any of 
the others, ever again; but I’m not going to. I’m going to stay right here and make 
sure this town doesn’t ever forget what Denny and Charlie did to my boy.” 
Jerry wondered what Frank must think of Charles Stroud today, or Denny. 
Frank’s folly, the ever changing Necroburbia, was a constant and grim reminder that 
Ted’s father had not forgotten or forgiven the loss of his son. It was a hell of a thing, 





those funky touchstones like the Orange Show or the Art Car Parade, lowbrow 
entertainment that interested Jerry far more than poking around in the museum district. 
It was a folk art memorial, simple and yet poignant. The first time he visited 
Necroburbia he had the odd sensation of being Godzilla, filled with an immense sense of 
power as he towered over the miniature city scape. There were no houses, only store 
fronts and businesses; it was city built just for one inhabitant, the one resting in the center 
of it all. A little creepy, this place built out of infinite sadness and anger. But as he’d 
carefully walked up and down the streets, and stared at the shrine in the center where the 
young man’s ashes were interred, Jerry’s initial reaction faded and was replaced by 
something subtle and not easily identifiable. The knee-high suburban landscape, scoured 
clean on any hint of humanity, was peaceful, like walking in a Zen garden that 
worshipped urban development instead of nature. 
He’d only been back a handful of times, usually acting as a tour guide for out of 
town visitors hankering for the unusual. On one occasion he’d talked with Frank, a casual 
conversation as Frank repaired the edge of a building knocked in by a careless tourist. 
The older man was gruff but not unpleasant, though he did remind Jerry as they parted 
that Denny Wateka and Charlie Stroud were dangerous men. 
That didn’t jibe with what Jerry learned about Denny, first during their film 
interview when Denny was still struggling with a vicious addiction to prescription pain 
killers, and then over the last few years as they occasionally met and talked. Denny was a 
sad-sack of a man, under educated and barely capable of honest labor. The man freely 





receive mercy; he’d told Jerry how not being punished had, in some bizarre way, been 
worse than going to jail or even the death penalty. 
 Jerry wasn’t sure Frank would buy that line of reasoning; Frank gave every 
indication that he wished the boys—now men—would suffer consequences far beyond 
what had been meted out. Denny could claim he was saddled with guilt but he did so as a 
free citizen of the United States. Jerry thought Frank would just as soon see Denny buried 
and it made no difference that Denny’s life had been a living death ever since 1987. 
 Charles Stroud was different. Jerry knew something about the Temple, mostly 
from reading the lurid exposes published over the years. Stroud operated with impunity 
from his flame topped pyramid, he had won or stalled every legal action taken against 
him over the years, and publicly flaunted his power over the Temple “employees” in the 
annual telethon of death. Jerry was fascinated by the double standard the public had 
toward the gruesome event; he couldn’t get a single Houstonian to support the Temple on 
camera and yet nearly every year, they called in pledges to save the lives of the 
employees during the telethon. Except when they didn’t, of course; Jerry well 
remembered the last time one of the employees was granted the Ultimate Promotion. 
How could this happen in America, especially in Texas? How could one man 
entice his followers into suicide on live television and get away with it? Then again, Jerry 
mused, this was the country that barely protested the ever rising death toll from the long 
running wars in the Middle East; it was easy to characterize the self-inflicted deaths of a 
few lunatic cult members as nothing worse than slightly grotesque entertainment. The 
clips could be viewed over and over again on websites dedicated to displaying the 





Jerry opened up his web browser and searched until he’d found a “greatest hits” 
collection of viral videos showing Temple approved suicides. The doomed adherents 
were eerily similar over the years, dressed in identical white jumpsuits, ecstatic faces 
shinning under the bright lights, watching the last few seconds count off the clock, a 
graphic at the bottom showing how close the pledges were to the goal. Then Charles 
Stroud would lean in and whisper something to them before moving off camera; the 
perfectly prepared, cyanide-infused coffee was delivered in a special cup, not too hot, not 
too cold. In every video—and there were nearly a dozen—the camera closed in on the 
face, an extreme close up as the man or woman turned pink and died within minutes. It 
was beyond disconcerting to witness this unquestioning obedience to the Temple and to 
Charles Stroud, even unto death. 
On a sheet of paper, Jerry sketched out a pyramid on one side and the memorial to 
Ted Pella on the other, jotted down a few names and arrows connecting them. He stared 
at the configuration and cocked his head. There was something to it; he could sense there 
was something there, a story not quite done, questions unanswered. 
He sat back. Over the years Jerry had requested an interview with Charles Stroud 
but his requests were routinely denied; the man maintained a healthy distance from his 
many detractors, real or imagined, protected by an aggressive press office and the kind of 
personal security reserved for leaders of small but lucrative nation-states. 
Charles, Denny, and Ted had snuck into the apartment complex but only two of 
them had returned. There were no other witnesses to what happened to Ted, no grainy 
security camera footage, just the word of the girl who drove them around that day. 









 As a grown man, Charles Stroud rarely allowed reminiscence about the eight 
years he spent being young Denny Wateka’s best friend. Due to the extreme renovation 
of his personal history Charles employed to keep his life on a positive track, events from 
the past had been altered and tailored to fit his current persona. 
The first time he used this tactic was soon after the trial when he cut all of ties 
between with his formal best friend. Charlie accomplished that with a flick of a mental 
switch and thought no more of it. After all, he reasoned, Denny had tried to save himself 
by telling the truth, the one thing they’d agreed couldn’t happen if they were going to get 
away with Ted Pella’s murder. 
 Almost immediately after they’d killed Ted, Charlie realized he’d made a mistake 
by using Denny. Something in Denny snapped with the death of Ted; Charlie had never 
seen him so upset as when they’d stood over Ted’s lifeless body. In that moment, Denny 
became the weak link. Charlie thought about killing Denny on the spot; but there was no 
guarantee he’d win that fight and besides, two bodies had not been part of the plan. It was 
going to be hard enough explaining to Lucy Fontaine why her boyfriend had disappeared. 
 They’d started the junior year of high school the next day and for a few weeks 
Charlie was convinced Denny could keep it together. Life went on as if they hadn’t 
bludgeoned and choked someone to death. Charlie amused himself by imagining students 





time Charlie heard the rumor there was a dead boy behind the condemned apartments, he 
confronted Denny. 
 “You’re running your mouth and it’s going to fuck everything up.” They were 
walking home from school; it was one of those unusually nice days in early fall when 
Houston pretended to have seasons. “How many people have you told about the body?” 
 “Just a few. I just said I knew where it was, I didn’t say nothing else.” 
 Charlie bit his lower lip. “Did you show them? Did you take anyone there?” 
 “Yeah… so what?” 
Charlie had no answer; for once he was shocked into silence. This wasn’t going at 
all like he’d imagined and for the first time he had a moment of true doubt and fear. A 
few weeks later the hammer dropped and both boys were brought in for questioning. 
Charlie was confident they’d committed a perfect crime but only if he and Denny would 
stick to the story that Ted had molested them as children and on that fateful day in 
August had assaulted them with the intent of raping them both; during the struggle Ted 
had somehow died. As far as Charlie was concerned, from that moment forward, it 
happened exactly like that. 
Meanwhile, Denny had decided to take a different tact and simply started telling 
the truth. In a strange way, the truth had unexpectedly set both of them free; contradictory 
testimonies, no murder weapon, and no worthwhile forensic evidence were all the 
lawyers needed to secure an acquittal. They walked away as if nothing had happened. 
Charlie’s life post-trial was difficult but not impossible. He didn’t want to return 
to classes but he did graduate from an alternative school. He cut all ties with Denny and 





history, invented a new Charles Stroud, and moved forward as if the blood spilled that 
day had left no stain upon his conscience. 
After a few years had passed, it became easier and easier to introduce himself 
without enduring sideways glances or guarded stares. Unless the person knew him from 
before, the avalanche of bodies the media reported on year after year and the passage of 
time erased his alleged transgression from the collective memory. Twenty-five years later 
he could carry on as Charles Stroud and it was as if Charlie the Boy Murderer had never 
existed… except, of course, for the continued annoyance of Frank Pella’s Necroburbia, 
and even that sad excuse for a memorial didn’t directly implicate Charlie or Denny in 
Ted’s death. 
  The Stroud’s weren’t from Houston; in fact, Laird Stroud met Anne Hutchinson 
when he was stationed out in California. They were married in 1968 and were living in 
San Antonio when Anne gave birth to their son Charles. As hard as he tried, Charlie 
couldn’t remember anything before he was walking. There were no precocious pre-natal 
memories of listening to orchestral music inside the warm embrace of the womb, no 
moments of self-awareness while someone changed his diaper. His progression was 
steady but not spectacular. Colors and shapes slowly coalesced into things, his ear 
learned to distinguish between noise and speech, and his chubby little legs held him 
upright just long enough for his first lunging steps across the floor of the tiny apartment. 
He was a little small and a tad bit underweight, according to the charts at the 
pediatrician’s office, but still within normal distribution. 
 Anne noticed right away that Charlie was very aware of what went on around 





and observe the surroundings—if he wasn’t sleeping or discovering he had control over 
his hands. Everyone who saw him remarked on his bright and active eyes. 
 The move to Houston was unexpected, but Laird Stroud—Charlie’s father—was 
now honorably discharged and had picked up a better job that included an unexpected 
perk; he could get in on a deal for a house in a brand spanking new suburb called 
Mellorland. They packed up the furniture into a rented truck, which Laird drove while 
Anne and Charlie—and the family cat with her two week old kittens—followed behind in 
the VW camper bus. 
 Charlie liked his new house and the massive backyard. He had his own room, and 
a bunk bed his Dad customized with bits and pieces of hardware so that it could be a 
pirate ship, or a space cruiser, or a covered wagon, or anything else Charlie could 
imagine. There were families with kids up and down the street and every one of them 
seemed to have a Big Wheel, or a Green Machine, or a bike or some kind and they tore 
through the neighborhood until their parents yelled for them to come in for dinner. 
 It was 1976, the bi-centennial year, America’s two hundredth birthday; in 
classrooms decked out in colorful bunting they made tri-corn hats and learned to say the 
Pledge of Allegiance. Outside on the playground, Charlie learned how to play the games 
but was never picked first for the game of the day, no matter what it was; at least at the 
beginning of the year. By the end of first grade he’d made the case that in spite of his 
small stature he was willing to absolutely commit to whatever needed to be done and was 
a ferocious competitor with a strong distaste for losing, even if it was a something simple 





 He brought the same level of concentration to the classroom and began to think of 
school as a game he would do whatever it took to win. Charlie loved standardized tests; 
almost always the answer was right there, he just had to pick it out from the wrong ones. 
 “Test scores like this point to a child of unusual intelligence,” Laird and Anne 
were told. “We’d like to move Charles into a class where he’s more likely to feel 
challenged.” His parents couldn’t have been happier; they always knew the boy was 
ridiculously smart for his age, but they had concerns about his continued social 
development. “Not to worry,” they were assured, “he’ll fit in even better with children 
closer to his level.” 
 He hated the advanced track from the first day. It was no harder than before and 
despite what his parents assured him there was a social stigma that came with being 
publicly identified as one of the smart kids. Charlie gave it a try for a couple of months 
before he began a campaign of misbehavior and academic mediocrity that had the 
counselors wondering if they’d made a mistake with this one. By the end of the year, 
Charlie was back in the regular classes and everyone involved breathed a sigh of relief. 
He kept up his grades and played nice the rest of his elementary school career. 
 Three years after they’d moved to Houston, when he was in third grade, a new 
family moved onto the block. Charlie heard his Mom and Dad talking about the Wateka 
family in hushed voices while they were still moving stuff into the house. 
 “They look like a bunch of cedar choppers and shit kickers,” his mother sighed 
after she’d been out in the yard spying on the fleet of battered pick-up trucks overflowing 
with wicker furniture and stained mattresses, badly packed boxes, lawn ornaments and 





 Laird chided her. “Come on honey, we haven’t even met them yet! I bet once we 
get to know them, they won’t be so bad… even if they are white trash.” 
 Anne got down the blender and filled it with ice. “We’ll see,” she muttered as she 
reached for the golden tequila and eyeballed a good amount on top of the ice. She turned 
to Charlie. “You steer clear of them hillbillies, understand me?” 
 Charlie nodded. His mother squinted at him until he nodded again and said, “Yes 
ma’am.” She had clearly defined limits and Charlie was cognizant of how far and which 
way he could push them. The next day, when he stood in a circle of his friends around the 
Wateka kid, taunting him into a fight, Charlie knew full well it wasn’t what his Mom 
wanted. But this was bigger than Mom; this was about the rules of the neighborhood. The 
kid matched up to Charlie in size and he knew they were going to fight and he didn’t 
mind, he liked the action and excitement and even the pain. Charlie looked him over; a 
lean kid but with a round face and slicked back hair. 
He clocked Denny on the nose before the other boy knew what to do. The look on 
Denny’s face, as blood ran from his nose, was priceless and gave Charlie a bad case of 
the giggles. Denny snapped out of it and knocked Charlie down, caught him with a few 
good punches but Charlie was laughing so hard he barely noticed he’d lost the fight. 
The next day it wasn’t so funny. There was Denny sitting on the curb, messing 
with this old bicycle, sporting a shiner and a busted lip. Charlie sat down next to him. 
“I didn’t mean to do all that. Sorry.” 
Denny didn’t stop messing with the bike, even though Charlie couldn’t tell what 






“Nope all you did was bust my nose. I been hit harder.” 
 Charlie looked over his shoulder toward the new Wateka residence and back at 
the pie faced kid who hadn’t stopped trying to fix whatever it was. Lots of kids on the 
block got swats for doing something wrong. Charlie wasn’t immune to it either, if he got 
caught by someone’s parents setting fires or whatever. It stung something fierce, and it 
was hard not to cry, but that was on the butt cheeks, not the face. “So what was that for?” 
he asked, looking anywhere but Denny’s face. 
 Denny shrugged. “What the hell do you care?” 
“What’s a hillbelly?” 
“What?” 
“Mom says ya’ll are hillbellys.” 
“Oh. It’s hillbillies, dumb ass.” 
“Oh. What’s that?” 
“Like a white nigger.” Denny glanced over at Charlie as he said it. “Hey, you 
know what the three types of niggers are, don’t you?” 
Charlie looked at the ground. “We’re not supposed to say stuff like that.” 
Denny looked up and down the quiet tree lined street. “I don’t see no one else 
around to tell you not to do anything. What about naked women, you seen a naked 
woman?” 
“Yeah.” 
Denny laughed and went back to monkeying with the bike. “Sure you have. I got 






“I don’t know.” 
“Well if you had, you’d know it!” Denny laughed. Charlie was amazed; he’d only 
been sitting here with Denny for a few minutes and he’d been introduced to all kinds of 
things he hadn’t heard about before, adult sounding stuff he wouldn’t be mentioning 
during “family meal share time”. “Hey, you got any Cokes at your house?” 
 Charlie sighed. “Naw, my Mom doesn’t buy Cokes. All we’ve got is fruit juice 
and stuff. You want some fruit juice or something? It’s healthy. That’s what Mom says.” 
 The other boy nodded and flung the bike in the yard. “Okay, let’s go then.” 
 Anne Stroud thought she’d been abundantly clear about the new people on the 
block so it was a bit of stunner when Charlie walked in with the lightly battered Denny 
and introduced him as “the new kid from down the street” and plopped down with his 
new friend in front of the television. 
 As she fixed the kids something healthy to drink, Anne reflected that her 
nightmares came true with depressing regularity. She’d grown up in southern California, 
a beach girl from a military family; she swore she’d never live further east than San 
Bernardino and yet her she was, raising a family in Houston among a whole pack of 
rednecks. Over the next few weeks, all she could do was quietly shake her head as the 
two boys created a bond reserved for the young and guileless. They met the Wateka’s—
Doris and Andy—once and that was enough for everyone involved. Anne suspected they 
beat the boy like a dusty welcome mat, from the first time she saw him parked in front of 
her TV set. 
 Still, there was no doubt that having Denny around did Charlie a world of good. 





depressions; but around Denny he was upbeat and cheerful. Denny slept over 
sometimes—Charlie never reciprocated but no one mentioned it—and when school 
started, they ended up in the same class. In the spring, they made it onto the same Little 
League team; Denny used Charlie’s old glove and never did get one of his own. 
 The Mellorland Mustangs were coached by a man named Frank Pella. Laird and 
Anne would drive the boys to the game, cheer for them in the stands, and wait around 
talking with the other parents while the kids ate their post-game snow cones. Denny liked 
cherry; Charlie liked anything blue. Frank’s son Ted was a little older than the boys but 
was always around, helping out his father at practices and teaching the boys the nuances 
of playing baseball. Ted was a good looking kid, tall and strong for his age, and all the 
kids liked him. 
 A good role model, Anne thought; and not a bad looking kid at all. A couple of 
years passed before she saw Ted again, when Charlie asked if his friend could crash on 
their couch for a few days. Ted hadn’t taken the easy road into adulthood; he was 
estranged from his father and hadn’t had a solid living situation for several years. A few 
days on the couch didn’t seem like much; Anne and Laird had always been generous 
when it came to Charlie’s friends, especially the ones down on their luck. 
 Charlie’s parents had no idea Ted had helped their son and his best friend commit 
the rash of unsolved break-ins just a few months before. Charlie kept his life of as a 
junior-league criminal compartmentalized and raised no suspicion at home. Anne was 
dealing with her own problems around that time; her real estate business was tanking and 
she was powering through several bottle of wine a night to go along with her cocaine 





weekends. As long as he kept his head down and his hands clean, Charlie could do pretty 
much anything he wanted. 
 After Ted refused to drive them around anymore, Charlie brought the breaking 
and entering adventure to an end. He and Denny had enough cash to buy all the booze 
and drugs they could get away with consuming. Charlie was surprised and a little pissed 
off when Ted called him a few months later and hit him up for a place to crash; Ted 
hadn’t spelled it out in so many words but he had floated the possibility of snitching if 
Charlie didn’t help him. The few days turned into a week and then a month had gone by 
and Ted was still there; Anne seemed reluctant to ask him to leave and Charlie could do 
nothing about it. 
 Charlie was desperate to gain some leverage on the older boy and it feel into place 
rather unexpectedly. One afternoon Charlie came home and found his mother and Ted 
locked in an embrace that went well beyond comfort and consoling. 
 “You know, when my Dad finds out you’ve been fucking my Mom, he’ll 
probably shoot you,” was how he started out the conversation. Ted looked up from the 
couch and started to say something but Charlie cut him off. “No, I doubt very seriously 
he’ll even hear you accusing me of busting into houses over the roar of the shotgun and 
all. Apparently you don’t know my Dad all that well.” 
 Ted packed it in the next day and Charlie found no reason to ever mention this to 
anyone. But the image of his mother fucking Ted was something Charlie found more 
difficult to scrub from his memory. A hatred for Ted Pella, a feeling more intense than 





anyone before, at least not with any seriousness. How would it feel to have a life in his 









 Cliff had a new assignment waiting on him when he got to his cubicle; in his chair 
was a bright yellow folder sealed around the edges with tape, his name stamped across 
the front. Cliff picked up the folder and glanced around but the rest of the crew appeared 
to be hard at work and no one seemed to notice he’d come in late. 
 He plopped down in his chair and booted up the computer. New assignments 
came in color coded folders and the colors all meant something different but at that 
moment Cliff couldn’t remember what yellow signified. It took several failed attempts 
with his fingernails before he finally slit the tape down the middle and the folder fell open 
on his desktop. 
 Cliff read through the documents and sat back in the chair for a few moments of 
slack faced mental wrangling before he snatched up the folder and bolted down the row 
of cubicles toward the partially enclosed office of his Level manager, Robert Mobud. 
 “What the hell, Bob? Have you seen this, did you know about this?” 
 “Red Level employees must always address their direct in-line Manager in the 
appropriate manner, Red Level Adept Fontaine! Or have you forgotten your Codex?” 
hissed the balding, overweight man who turned around. 
 Cliff folded his arms. “I know my Codex, Red Level Manager Mobud. But since 





 The older man sat back in his chair and waved Cliff into the cubicle. “Ever since 
the memo went around that any deviance from the Codex gets your name on the Ultimate 
Promotion Selection Committee’s short list. Shut the door there, Adept Fontaine, and sit 
down.” 
 Cliff slid the frosted glass partition across the gap between the cubicle walls. “I 
don’t get it,” he said as he sank into the chair across from Manager Mobud. “The 
Selection Committee isn’t allowed to pick from the lower levels.” 
 Mobud nodded. “Not until today. I assume you’re fully aware of the press 
release? The next Telethon will feature thirty possible Ultimate Promotions at the same 
time, and as you are well aware, there aren’t thirty Temple employees above Purple 
Level. The Number One—may his name bring profit and glory—has decided in his 
infinite wisdom to fill those remaining spots with anyone from the lower levels deemed 
worthy of the honor.” 
 “So breaking a rule in the Codex gets you nominated?” 
 Mobud nodded again and handed a piece of paper across the desk. Cliff glanced 
over the memo and bit his lower lip. “But this is ridiculous, if we do anything wrong 
we’re awarded with a promotion?” 
 “Now you’re getting it; and I’ve heard if your name ends up on that short list for 
any reason—underperformance, disobeying the Codex, problems with time and 
attendance, it’s all in the memo you just read—you’ve got a pretty damn good chance of 





 “But that’s a good thing, Red Level Manager Mobud! One step closer to the 
Ultimate Level! Isn’t that the goal of every Temple employee, to have their worthiness 
judged by the paying public?” 
 The man stared at Cliff and produced a small hand towel from the drawer which 
he used to mop at the sweat dripping down his forehead. “Are you serious?” He leaned 
forward and hissed across the desk. “I always thought you were one of the sane ones, 
Cliff. This is just a job for me, man; I’ve got two kids still in high school and a greedy ex-
wife, I can’t afford to go on TV, who’s going to pay to see me live? You can’t tell me 
you’d be willing to take that chance? Don’t you remember your obligatory turn on the 
phone bank?” 
 Cliff nodded. “I know; the night I was there the three were barely saved in time, it 
was down to the last few minutes. But with thirty aspirants, more than a few employees 
are going to be drinking the coffee. But Bob, why’d you come to work for the Temple if 
you didn’t want the Ultimate Promotion? I mean it is right there in the paperwork when 
you were hired.” 
 “I know that, of course I know that! I initialed and signed on every line just like 
you did. But I always thought I’d just quit if I ever got close to a Purple Level promotion! 
I don’t need this shit!” 
 Cliff folded his arms. “Your lack of faith in the company is in direct violation of 
the Codex.” 
 Mobud blanched. “You wouldn’t turn me in! After all I’ve done for you?” 







 “No sir, I prefer to think of it as leverage.” 
 “It doesn’t matter, turn me in then. There’s nothing I can do about this,” Mobud 
said and snagged the yellow folder from Cliff’s hand. “You’ve been reassigned to 
SalaryWorld, and it was done way above my Level, they didn’t even bother asking me 
for an evaluation.” 
 “But what the hell is SalaryWorld?” 
 “It’s an exciting new massive multiplayer on-line office worker simulation. You 
haven’t heard of it?” Cliff shook his head and Mobud continued. “Not surprising, it’s 
been a big hit over in Asia and the Far East but they just opened a bunch of servers to the 
West. As you know, the Temple likes to get in on the ground floor with new market areas 
and this one is ripe.” 
 “I’ve never heard of an office simulation.” 
 Mobud closed the folder and handed it back to Cliff. “Yeah, it’s one of those 
things only the Asians could invent. You play the role of a salaried employee working for 
a big company, navigating the complex infrastructure of the corporate world.” 
 Cliff shook his head. “This is fun?” 
 “SalaryWorld has twelve million registered users in China alone.” 
 “I don’t speak Cantonese or Mandarin.” 
 “You don’t have to; you’ve been assigned to an English language server. There 
are already several hundred thousand people across the US playing the game and the user 





trolls living in the basement. We’re talking high end wage earners who get online to work 
in a simulated office just to relax.” 
 “You’re kidding, right? That’s insane.” 
 “Is it any crazier than being a twenty-ninth level Fire Wizard wielding the Staff of 
Pyroclastic Annihilation?” 
 “Point taken; but what about my quota, surely I’m not going to be expected to pull 
down the same numbers in a new territory?” 
 “That wasn’t in my control sphere either, Cliff.” Mobud held up his hands and 
touched the imaginary shackles around his wrist together. “You’re going to be held to 
some pretty high expectations. And by extension, as your Manager, if you don’t keep the 
new investments rolling in my ass is going to be right there in the fire with yours.” He 
reached into his desk and produced a piece of paper. “If you could just sign here, and 
initial here, this indicates that the Red Level Manager informed you of the new 
regulations and the glorious awards that await those who fail to obey the orders from The 
Number One.” As he said this, he pointed toward the upper floors where Charles Stroud 
sat in the top office. 
 Cliff leaned forward and affixed his signature in all the appropriate places. 
“Working here is going to kill us, Bob. I mean, Red Level Manager Mobud.” He stood up 
and slid open the door. 
 Mobud nodded. “That’s what I’ve always said; I just never really believed it.” He 
stood up, walked around the desk and stared down the aisle before barking, “Are you still 
here? Get back out there, you’ve got an end of day quota and I don’t see you filling it 





 No one even glanced up from their computers as Cliff walked past them and back 
to his desk. The only sound in the office was the low volume conversations from in-game 
chat rooms as they plugged the Temple. 
 There was already a shortcut on his desktop for SalaryWorld. Cliff stared at the 
icon, an anonymous business character with a white shirt, dark tie and dollar signs for 
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